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Problem
The majority of the Malagasy people who live in
Madagascar are unreached with the gospel message.

A

preliminary investigation of current literature indicated
that 50 percent of the Malagasy are followers of
traditional religions.

This present study was to develop a

strategy to reach the animistic people with the gospel
message.

Method
This study presents Malagasy people, their social
characteristics, population, worldviews, and lifestyles.

A

study;and evaluation of Malagasy beliefs and practices were
developed using Hiebert's model of critical
contextualization.

Results
The study reveals that the Seventh-day Adventist
Church must update its evangelistic methods to reach
animistic people and finish the gospel commission in
Madagascar.

Because of this research, strategies are

designed to help the Indian Ocean Union Mission to meet the
challenges of evangelizing the animistic people.

Conclusion
Strategies discussed in this dissertation may help the
Southern Africa Indian Ocean Division of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church to evangelize the animistic people more
efficiently in this century.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem
About 50 percent of Malagasy people follow
traditional religions; about 45 percent of the population
is Christian and 5 percent Muslim.

Traditional religion

retains a strong hold on those who are Christians.1
When I obtained my master's degree in Theology, I
felt that church members were not appealed to by the
teachings I presented to them.

I came to realize that

studying theology is not sufficient in order to convey
the message of the gospel to the common believer.
While exploring statistical information on the
presence of Christianity within different Malagasy
tribes, I discovered that Seventh-day Adventists did not
appear in the statistics and that the evangelical work by
the Adventist Church reached almost exclusively the

■
’■Rita Stevens, Madagascar (Philadelphia: Chelsea
House, 1999), 74, 78; John Mack, "Ways of the Ancestors,"
Natural History 4 (April 1989): 24.

1

2
people living in the cities thus, failing to permeate
grassroots of Madagascar.

Statement of the Project
The task of this project was to develop an
understanding of traditional beliefs and practices in
Malagasy culture, to analyze their beliefs and practices
in the light of the Bible, and to suggest a strategy for
contextualization in the Malagasy context.
Justification of the Ministry-Focus Project
The following points list some reasons for this
study.

First of all, animistic people must be reached by

the gospel in a way that engages their traditional
beliefs and practices, and proclaims the message from the
perspective of their cultural questions.

Second, many

Malagasy Christians have a syncretistic faith that
retains traditional beliefs and practices, which must be
confronted by the gospel.

This requires techniques for

meeting them in their doctrinal arguments.

Third, on a

personal level, I want to deepen my understanding of
Malagasy beliefs and practices so I can more effectively
present the gospel to my fellow citizens.
This project helps the church to present a clearer
message to people in Madagascar and to remove

3
syncretistic beliefs and values among Adventist church
members.

In addition, it provides insight into Malagasy,

history and cultural backgrounds, equipping me with
deeper understanding as I work as a teacher.

In fact,

this project also educates the church members to become
more uplifted in their spiritual life and it provides
strategies for pastors to equip their members for
ministry.

Methodology
The literature review for this dissertation comes
from the libraries of Andrews University, libraries
around North America and Madagascar, as well as from
website resources in Malagasy history and traditional
religions.

A study of Malagasy animistic beliefs and

values is developed using Paul G. Hiebert's model of
critical contextualization.

Likewise, an evaluation of

Malagasy traditional beliefs and practices is conducted
\

using the four-question model developed by Hiebert.

As

an anthropological study, the information presented
includes my own personal observations and experience as a
Malagasy, born and raised in Madagascar.

4
Organization of the Project
Chapter 1 of this study covers the current problems,
the statement of the project, its justification and
methodology, as well as the organization of the material.
Chapter 2 provides a general description of
Madagascar—location, history, people^and ethnic groups.
It also describes the Malagasy's encounter with
Christianity in general and with the Seventh-day
Adventist Church in particular.
Chapter 3 discusses Malagasy animistic beliefs and
values with analysis of deterrents and bridges to
evangelism.
Chapter 4 proposes a framework of the strategy
whereby the Seventh-day Adventist Church may evangelize
animistic people in Madagascar.
Finally, summary, conclusions, and recommendations
are presented in chapter 5.

CHAPTER 2

THE REPUBLIC OF MADAGASCAR

Introduction
In developing a strategy to reach the Malagasy people,
it is of utmost importance to study the culture of the
people.

Lloyd E. Kwast states that "a thorough

understanding of the meaning of culture is prerequisite to
any effective communication of God's good news to a
different people group."1
As Clifford Geertz observes, cultures are the "webs of
significance [that people] have spun."2 The culture of any
given group is representative of the people constituting
the group, what they do, how they think of their
environment, and their perception of reality.

To study the

culture of the Malagasy, therefore, is to study the people;
their historical background; their traditional religious

1Lloyd E. Kwast, "Understanding Culture," in
Perspectives on the World Christian Movement: A Reader, ed.
Ralph D. Winter and Steven C. Hawthorne (Pasadena, CA:
William Carey Library, 1981), 361.
2Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures:
Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 5.
5

6
beliefs, practices, and worldview; their social structure;
and their traditional and current polities.
Such a study not only provides a deeper understanding
of the Malagasy people and their culture, but it also helps
to more effectively present the gospel.

This chapter,

therefore, presents the Malagasy people of Madagascar.

It

begins with a brief and concise introduction of the land
and history of Madagascar and is followed by a study of
Malagasy people and their culture.
Physical Geography of Madagascar
Madagascar is an island lying in the Indian Ocean, off
the coast of South Africa, and opposite to Mozambique (fig.
1).

Madagascar covers an area of 226,656 square miles

(587,040 square kilometers).

It is the world's fourth-

largest island, slightly less than twice the size of
Arizona, and is divided into six administrative provinces
(fig. 2).

Each province is inhabited by specific tribes.

The country has a population of 17,501,871 (estimation from
July 2004) which is predominantly young people.1
A true understanding of the character, culture, and
history of Madagascar's population needs a basic knowledge

1In 2004, 44.9 percent of the country's population was
under fifteen years of age ("Madagascar People," CIA World
Factbook, 2004).

7

Indian Ocean Area

Source: University of Texas Libraries, The University of
Texas at Austin.
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Fig. 2.
The six administrative provinces of Madagascar:
Antsiranana, Mahajanga, Antananarivo, Toamasina,
Fianarantsoa, and Toliara. Source: University of Texas
Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin.
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of the major geographical divisions of the island.
Madagascar's island can be divided into five geographical
regions: the east coast, the Tsaratanana Massif, the
central highlands, the west coast, and the southwest.
The east coast consists of a narrow band of lowlands,
about fifty kilometers wide, formed from the
sedimentation of alluvial soils, and an intermediate
zone, composed of steep bluffs alternating with ravines
bordering an escarpment of about 500 meters in elevation,
which gives access to the central highlands. . . . The
Tsaratanana Massif region at the north end of the island
contains, at 2,880 meters, the highest point on the
island and, north of. this, the Montagne d'Ambre
(Ambohitra), which is of volcanic origin. . . . The
central highlands, which range from 800 to 1,800 meters
in altitude. The central highlands extend from the
Tsaratanana Massif in the north to the Ivakoany Massif in
the south. . . . The west coast, composed of sedimentary
formations deposited in several layers over time, is more
indented than the east coast, especially in the
northwest, thus offering a number of fine harbors
sheltered from cyclones, such as the harbor at Mahajanga.
Deep bays and well-protected harbors have attracted
explorers, traders, and pirates from Europe, Africa, and
the Middle East since ancient times; thus, the area has
served as an important bridge between Madagascar and the
outside world. . . . The west coast is drier than either
the east coast or the central highlands because the trade
winds lose their humidity by the time they reach this
region. . . . The southwest is bordered on the east by
the Ivakoany Massif and on the north by the Isala
Roiniforme Massif.
It includes two regions along the
south coast, the Mahafaly Plateau and the desert region
occupied by the Antandroy people. . . . The southwest and
the extreme south are semidesert; as little as one-third
of a meter of rain falls annually at Toliara.1

1Helen C. Metz, ed., "Physical Environment," in
Madagascar: A Country Study (Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office for the Library of Congress,
1994), available http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/
mgtoc.html#mg0018 (31 May 2005).
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One can note that within these regions, the people have
certain cultural similarities, which are accentuated by the
natural environment.

The east coast has its lowlands

opening to the central highlands with its volcanic
mountains extending into the northern part; the west coast
and its many protected harbors and broad plains open up to
the southwest region with its plateau and desert region.

Brief History of Madagascar
Precolonial and Colonial History
of Madagascar (1896-1960)
The history of Madagascar provides the background for
the Christian mission and its relation to the traditional
customs and practices.

Madagascar was divided into small

kingdoms which attacked each other.
facilitated the slave trade.
Merina kingdom.

This situation

The most powerful was the

Helped by the British, the Merina kingdom

conquered most of the island.1 In return for agreeing to
end the slave trade, the British helped to modernize the
kingdom.

As a result, the London Missionary Society was

allowed to settle in the kingdom of Merina, gaining many

1Gwyn Campbell, "Madagascar and the Slave Trade, 18101895," Journal of African History 22 (1981): 203-227.
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converts.1 In 1896, the French military defeated the Merina
and abolished the monarchy.

Consequently, some movement of

protestation rose up against foreigners and Christians.
Protestant religious groups have been a powerful
political force in Madagascar.

During the colonial period,

some nationalist movements rebelled against colonization,
led by a Merina Protestant, Pastor Ravelojaona.

Among

those advocating complete independence was the party under
the leadership of Richard Andriamanjato, himself a
Protestant pastor.

From Independence (1960) to the Present
The Malagasy Republic was proclaimed on October 14,
1958, as an autonomous state within the French Community
and gained independence from French colonial rule on June
26, 1960.

Philibert Tsiranana—an intellectual Tsimihety—

was the first president of the Malagasy Republic.

His

government maintained a strong relationship with France.

A

student movement came in early 1972, and Tsiranana was
obliged to turn over full power to General Gabriel
Ramanantsoa, a Merina.

Because of the ethnic problem,

Ramanantsoa gave power on February 5, 1975, to Colonel

1Karen Middleton, ed., Ancestors, Powers and History in
Madagascar (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 4-5.
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Richard Ratsimandrava, a Merina, who was assassinated five
days later.

Merina rule was resented by other ethnic

groups because of the history of Merina domination.
A second Republic was instituted by a Marxist regime
under Lieutenant Commander Didier Ratsiraka, a
Betsimisaraka.

The international situation—the fall of the

Berlin Wall in 1989, the downfall of communist regimes—
facilitated the rise of popular pressures for a multiparty
democracy in Madagascar, eventually leading to the downfall
of Ratsiraka's regime and its replacement in 1993 with a
democratically inspired Third Republic under the leadership
of Zafy Albert, a surgeon Tsimihety.
Due to the long-term economic crisis, Zafy was
impeached by his own parliament, and Ratsiraka returned to
power in 1996 with a humanitarian government.

In 2001, a

presidential election was held, and Marc Ravalomanana, a
Merina businessman and Protestant, contested election
results.

After six months of conflict between Ratsiraka

and Ravalomanana, the latter was declared the winner of the
election by the High Constitutional Court.
As a conclusion to Madagascar geography and history,
three things should be mentioned.

First of all, there is a

permanent tension between ethnic groups, mostly between the
Merina and the peoples of the coast.

This is due mainly to

13

the historical background of Merina domination.

Second,

the rural people of the coast tend to become Catholic while
those who are from the inland regions are Protestants.
Third, intellectual Protestants are mainly nationalist.

The Reality of Madagascar Today
Since 2002, there has been a great change in
Madagascar.

As to the political situation, Ravalomanana is

the first Merina and Protestant elected as President of
Madagascar.

Moreover, he is the vice president of the

Protestant community.
With regard to society and religion, the FFKM—Malagasy
Christian Council of Churches, composed of the Roman
Catholic, Protestant, Lutheran, and Anglican Churches,
plays an important role all along the front in Madagascar.
Traditionally, the FFKM is a leader in education but its
role has expanded to include activities such as
coordinating a national campaign against HIV/AIDS. In 1992,
a widely representative National Forum organized by the
FFKM drafted a new Constitution which, became the
Constitution of the Third Republic.

In the political

arena, the FFKM has been a mediator between antagonistic
factions, but most recently it supported the present

14

President, Marc Ravalomanana, during the 2001 presidential
election.1
With regard to the economic situation, Madagascar
adopted a liberal economic regime, and in October 2004 the
boards of the IMF (International Monetary Fund) and the
World Bank determined that Madagascar had reached the
completion point under the enhanced HIPC (Heavily Indebted
Poor Countries) Initiative.

The Peopling of Madagascar
The indigenous people of Madagascar are known as
Malagasy.
Asia.

The Malagasy came to the island from Africa and

In fact, the people of Madagascar are primarily of

Malaysian and Indonesian ethnic background later mixed with
East Africans and Arabs.

The Ethnic Groups of Madagascar
Madagascar is a country of eighteen ethnic groups with
the same language, and religious beliefs with different
traditions.2

In the northern part of Madagascar, the

ethnography includes the Antankarana and the Tsimihety.

In

1U.S. Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor,
"International Religious Freedom Report 2004," 15 September
2004, available http://www.state.gOv/g/drl/rls/irf/2004/
35366.htm (17 May 2005).
2Middleton, 12.
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the east are the Betsimisaraka, Antalaotra, Antambahoaka,
Antaimoro, Antaifasy, Antaisaka, Antanosy, Sihanaka,
Tanala, and Bezanozano people.

In the west is the Sakalava

tribe, which takes the largest cluster of territory; along
with the Bara they are considered the most "African" of the
Malagasy peoples.
Betsileo.

In the center are the Merina and the

In the south are the Mahafaly and the Antandroy

(fig. 3).

Christian Churches in Madagascar
Christian Mission Churches
The beginning of Catholic missions in Madagascar
during the seventeenth century was difficult because a
number of missionaries died or were killed.

The London

Missionary Society was the first mission to arrive in 1818.
A major effort was the translation of the Bible (completed
in 1835) which is still being used today.

In 1866, the

Norwegian Missionary Society sent workers to the southern
part of the island, and two American Lutheran bodies
entered in 1892 and 1895. 1 Nowadays, about 45 percent of

■
‘Serving in Mission, '"History of Christianity," in
Madagascar, May 2005, available http://www.sim.org/
country.asp?CID=30&fun=l (31 May 2005); Virginia Thompson
and Richard Adloff, The Malagasy Republic (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 1965), 192.
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the population is Christian and 5 percent Muslim.1

Seventh-day Adventist Church
Clear information from the Seventh-day Adventist
Encyclopedia is available on the early years and the first
pioneers of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in Madagascar.2
The first Malagasy pioneer was Andre Rasamoelina, who was
helped by Marius Raspal, a missionary from Mauritius, M. J.
Bureaud, and E. Benezech from Europe.
Andre Rasamoelina
In 1918, Andre Rasamoelina, an inspector of Protestant
schools, met Tuyau in a train.

Tuyau had attended several

Adventist meetings in Mauritius.3 He then gave Paul
Badaut's address (Adventist pioneer in Mauritius) to
Rasamoelina.
Conference.

Badaut sent Rasamoelina's name to the General
J. L. Shaw, associate secretary of the General

Conference, sent him a package of Christian World, Present
Truth, and Steps to Christ.

In 1920, Rasamoelina

1Stevens, 74.
2This information is from Edgard Villeneuve's notes
relating important events given to him by Rasamoelina. A
copy from James White Library of these notes is in the
appendix. See also Seventh-day Adventist Encyclopedia
(1996), s.v. "Madagascar, Seventh-day Adventist Work."
3Seventh-day Adventist Encyclopedia, s.v. "Madagascar."
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translated Steps to Christ into Malagasy.

On July 10,

1922, Maurice Raspal, an Adventist missionary on Mauritius,
visited Rasamoelina in his home and gave him Bible studies.
In 1925, Rasamoelina opened an Adventist bookshop with
5,000 Dia ho eo amin' i Kristy (Steps to Christ).

Marius Raspal, M. J. Bureaud,
and E. Benezech
On February 23, 1926, Raspal arrived in Tananarive to
conduct evangelistic meetings.

On October 9, 1927, the

first baptismal service was conducted by Raspal, with
Rasamoelina as one of the four candidates.

On October 18,

Raspal left for France and M. J. Bureaud became the
director of the work in Madagascar, assisted by Albert Long
of Italy.1 On April 15, 1928, 18 people were baptized, and
by the end of 1929 there were 102 church members in
Madagascar.

On January 1, 1936, the Indian Ocean Mission,

comprised of Madagascar, Mauritius, Reunion, and
Seychelles, began to function.

E. Benezech was the first

president of the Madagascar Mission.2
Schools
The educational work, played a great role in

1Ibid.
2Ibid.
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propagating the gospel in Madagascar.

The first Adventist

primary school had been established in Andina in 1929,
under the direction of Andre Rasamoelina.

In 1938, the

Indian Ocean Union School was established in Tananarive
(Soamanandrariny).

Other schools followed: in 1951 the

Adventist School of Ankazambo, on the west coast of the
island; the Ivoamba School, near Fianarantsoa, for the
South Malagasy Mission, in 1970; the Ambatoharanana School,
near Toamasina, on the east coast of Madagascar, in 1954;
and a primary school near Fort Dauphin, in the south, in
1965.

Publishing Work
Seventh-day Adventists began a publishing work in
Madagascar in 1925.

Temoin ("Witness") was one of the

first missionary papers, published in 1927.

The Malagasy

Publishing House was established in 1930, and a printing
plant added in 1950.1
Medical Work
The medical work in Madagascar was started in 1969 at
the Ambatoharanana Dispensary.

In 1974, the construction

of the hospital at Andapa began in the northeastern part of

xIbid.
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Madagascar, with a dental clinic in 1975.

Since 1992, a

modern dentistry was opened on the site of the Indian Ocean
Union Mission.1
Radio Work2
Seventh-day Adventist radio work began on Madagascar
on December 7, 1946; with French broadcasts by Jean Zurcher
introduced by the words "Void notre emission adventiste"
("Here is our Adventist broadcast").

In three years,

Zurcher broadcasted 149 talks on various biblical topics.
On November 5, 1949, the Voice of Hope program was
introduced as well as an educational program by Maurice
Tieche.

In 1948, J. Rajoelson began a broadcast in

Malagasy, which continued weekly for ten years and then was
continued by his brother, Rabarijoel.

This broadcast still

continues every Saturday evening as of today.

In 1993, the

Seventh-day Adventist Church gained access to the Malagasy
television broadcast on the third Sunday of each month.

In

addition, a Bible correspondence course in Malagasy and
French was organized in 1947.
Throughout Madagascar, the Church has established 365
congregations with a membership of 79,924 (see table 1).

1Ibid.
2Ibid.
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Table 1. Seventh-day Adventist Congregations
and Membership in Madagascar
Mission/Conference

Number of
Congregations

Total
Membership

Antsiranana Mission
Mahajanga Mission
Central Malagasy
Conference
South Malagasy Mission

85
74

17,960
14,054

110
96

35,672
12,238

Totals

365

79,924

Source: General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists,
Office of Archives and Statistics, Annual Statistical
Reports (Silver Spring, MD: General Conference of SDA,
2003).

Historical Perspective
One of the biggest challenges with contextualization
is avoiding syncretism, which occurs when native people
simply add Christianity to their existing belief system.
In the Malagasy context, there are at least two roots of
syncretism, resulting from the European colonization of
Madagascar.

First of all, this conquest convinced the

people of Europe of their own cultural superiority.

As a

result, the native people tried to follow European
civilization without abandoning their traditional beliefs.
This cultural and societal blending paved the way for
religious syncretism.

The second root of syncretism came

from the missionary worldview itself.

The missionaries,
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assuming the superiority of Western civilization, saw their
task to civilize and Christianize the people they served.
Charles Taber writes, "The superiority of Western
civilization as the culmination of human development, the
attribution of that superiority to the prolonged dominance
of Christianity, the duty of Christians to share
civilization and the gospel with the "benighted heathen"—
these were the chief intellectual currency of their lives."1
The French annexation of Madagascar inevitably gave the
Catholic mission there a much-needed boost.

A considerable

number of Malagasy turned from Protestantism to Catholicism
simply because it was the religion of most of their new
rulers.2

Still, their conversion did not prevent them from

practicing their former traditional beliefs.
Another challenge to contextualization is secularism,
which divides the spiritual and physical realms.
animists see these two as linked together.

Malagasy

This view

inevitably clashed with the perception of the early
Christians who came in the nineteenth century and who
brought secularism in the island.

1Charles Taber, "The World Is Too Much With Us:
'Culture'" in Modern Protestant Missions (Macon, GA: Mercer
University Press, 1991), 71.
2Thompson and Adloff, 193.
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In 1869, after the English missionaries converted the
Queen and her courtiers, the Protestant religion became the
state religion.

Subsequently the Queen, convinced by

missionaries, forced her subjects to burn their idols,
talismans, and other things.

This intolerance led Malagasy

people to reject all strange novelties and insist on the
return to ancestral customs, which has characterized
Malagasy nationalism since that time.1
The Catholic Church allowed existing Malagasy culture
to coexist with Christian belief and church teachings.
mix of Catholicism is evident in daily Malagasy life.

The
For

example, the local spirits of animist belief have been
replaced with local patron saints.

A crucifix or cross is

believed to ward off evil spirits in the same way as an
amulet.

In buses and taxis there is often a statue of the

Virgin Mary or baby Jesus, believed to protect those who
travel.
As for the Protestants, their work of Christianization
has not deeply changed the ancestral beliefs of new
Christians, who give an important place to the dead and to'
ancestor worship.
practiced.

For example, the famadihana is still

The main reason for this is theological,

1Ibid., 191-193.
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because Protestants have a synchronical meaning of lifedichotomy between body and spirit.
The Seventh-day Adventist Church began in the early
1920s.

Most of the members who joined the Seventh-day

Adventist Church came from a Christian background,1 and this
still is true today.

For example, a Lutheran pastor and

fifty of his congregants would join the Church, while
another effort would bring over a Roman Catholic priest
along with ten members of his congregation.2

This means

that Seventh-day Adventists evangelize only among people
who are already "Christians."

They do not have contact

with those who are "non-Christians" because they are
considered pagan.
Eva Keller's abstract presents two points concerning
Seventh-day Adventists' attitude toward bringing the gospel
to the Malagasy people.

Keller argues,

The key attraction of the church lies in the excitement
of study, argument, and intellectual exploration. . . .
Two points, which make a contribution to the ongoing
discussions concerned with the nature of religious
belief, are stressed. The first is that Adventist
practice is of a distinctly intellectual nature, in
particular through its use of a Socratic type of Bible
study. The second, related to the first, is that church
members view religious knowledge as, above all, providing
1Ibid., 196.
2Adventist News Network, "World Church: Evangelism
Council Notes Accomplishments" (October 7, 2003, Silver
Spring, MD).
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clarity about empirical truth concerning the universe.
This implies the lack of a distinction between the world
one knows through one's senses and another,
transcendental world one believes in. Given that
framework, knowledge is more meaningful than faith.1
The purpose of the Seventh-day Adventist Church was mostly
to convince people of the truthfulness of its teachings.
The efforts of the mission churches to reach the
Malagasy people with the gospel were successful in one
aspect and failed in another.

The success was centered on

the means to get the gospel to the people, such as
establishing village schools and community health
institutions.

From what I observed, I realized that by

establishing schools, Adventists won people's confidence
and provided them the advantage of education.

Moreover,

they won new Adventist members since the former students
from these schools joined the Adventist Church later on.
However, the success of this method is minor considering
the initial mission of the Church, which is to bring Christ
to all people.
The failure in the evangelization of Malagasy people
can be seen in several cases.
from my own experience.

One of them can be drawn

Being born into an Adventist

family, the idea that the missionary culture was the

1Eva Keller, The Road to Clarity: Seventh-Day Adventism
in Madagascar (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), ii.
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biblical standard took shape in my mind.

As John Pobee

observes,
All the historical churches by and large implemented the
doctrine of the tabula rasa, i.e., the missionary
doctrine that there is nothing in the non-Christian
culture on which the Christian missionary can build and,
therefore, every aspect of the traditional non-Christian
culture had to be destroyed before Christianity could be
built up.1
As a consequence of the missionaries' teaching, members
conclude that traditional Malagasy worship is therefore
pagan and evil.
Another case of misconception is that members identify
Christianity with higher education.

Thus, the effort made

by missionary churches somehow was seen in terms of
education, granted prestige, social power, and material
goods.

As a result, many indigenous Malagasy were striving

for further studies abroad but were not touched by the
gospel message itself.

Consequently, Christianity was

accepted only superficially and really did not integrate
into Malagasy life.
Another issue is the rejection of all old customs by
the Church.

For instance, drums, dances, and traditional

rituals are considered pagan.

This is because the Church

1John Pobee, "Political Theology in the African
Context," African Theological Journal 11 (1982): 168.
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did not communicate the gospel on the popular level of the
common people.
Thus the concept of "spiritual power" prevalent in the
Malagasy traditional religion was left unaddressed.
church avoided all forms of power encounter.1

The

In the light

of such situations, Gailyn Van Rheenen points out: "When
Christianity does not address the problems dealt with by
low religion, new converts will respond in one of two ways.
Each of these responses reflects a type of syncretism.

The

first response is reversion to the traditional practices of
low religion. . . . The second response is surface
accommodation."2

The plain rejection of old customs and the

negligence of the people at their level led the indigenous
people to see Christianity as a foreign religion and
encouraged newcomers to syncretism.

1"A power encounter is a spiritual encounter that
exposes and calls to account the powers of darkness in
their varied forms by the power of God for the purpose of
revealing the identity of the one True God resulting in an
acknowledgement of and/or allegiance to His lordship by
those present." Timothy J. Kamps, "The Biblical Forms and
Elements of Power Encounter" (Master's thesis, Columbia
Graduate School of Bible and Missions, 1986), 10.
Gailyn Van Rheenen, Communicating Christ in Animistic
Contexts (Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library, 1991), 6263.

CHAPTER 3

MALAGASY VALUES, BELIEFS, AND PRACTICES
AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS FOR MISSION

This chapter is divided into four sections.

The first

section traces the traditional values and their expressions
in the contemporary society.

The second describes the

traditional beliefs concerning morality.
deals with the rites of passage.

The third section

The fourth section

provides the Malagasy practices for gaining a good life and
dealing with misfortune.

Every section contains

implications for mission.

Traditional Values and Their Expressions
In the Malagasy Society
This section is divided into three subsections.

The

first subsection provides Malagasy traditional values
through fihavanana—which is used to describe the special
bond that joins people together.

The second describes their

expressions in Malagasy society.

The third subsection

discusses their implications for mission.
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The Fihavanana
The fihavanana1 is very important in Malagasy culture.
It expresses the feeling of solidarity between members of a
family in times of sorrow or of joy, as well as the honesty
that is needed in all such relationships.

Starting with the

family this bond extends to include the wider community.
Malagasy people often emphasize the method of fihavanana in
settling traditional conflicts.

In fact, ethnic loathing

has been avoided due to fihavanana, which has enabled the
population to avoid physical and ethnic confrontations.

For

this reason, civil war has never occurred in Madagascar,
even though there are eighteen tribes.

Of course tribal

tensions exist, but they are eased as long as each group
respects the ancestral traditions.
In 1983, while studying at the University of
Antananarivo, two of my classmates, Rakoto and Rabe, got
into an argument because they both happened to date the same
girl.

Rakoto and Rabe belonged to two different tribes, and

this apparently casual argument resulted in a serious tribal
fight between the classmates' respective friends.

Several

students were injured because of the unrest that developed

1For a better understanding of fihavanana, see Robert
Dubois, Olombelona: Essai sur l 1existence personnelle et
collective a Madagascar (Paris: L'Harmattan, 1978).
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on the university campus.

In order to restore peace on the

campus, officials, elders, and diviners from both tribes
were called to reestablish the fihavanana.

An investigation

was conducted in order to determine who was in the wrong.
Rabe was found accountable for the argument.

Now that the

responsibilities had been determined, for the sake of
fihavanana, Rabe and Rakoto agreed to make peace.

To do so,

Rabe had to perform the ancestral customs of reconciliation
as defined by Rakoto's tribe.

This marked the end of all

differences and quarrels between the two men and their
tribes.
This experience shows the impact of fihavanana on
Malagasy social life.

It is based on the respect of

traditions (taboos and customs), the diviners, and the
belief of authority of the razana (ancestors).
The Respect of Traditions
Fomba (customs) and fady (taboos) are Malagasy
traditions as manners to protect interpersonal relationships
(fihavanana).

First, fomba consists of general Malagasy

customs and practices that are more particular to a region
or a clan.

This concept is usually linked to the ancestors:

fomban-drazana (ancestral customs or traditions, which is
the Malagasy expression for ancestral customs.

Second, the
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Malagasy culture gives an important place to the observance
of fady (taboo) in order to preserve the fihavanana.

Every

person is expected to respect the taboos of the region where
they live.

If there is any conflict between two people from

different tribes, it is the duty of the person in the wrong
to preserve the fihavanana by following the fomban-drazana
of the other.

The Respect of Elders
Respect of diviners and elders is very important in
Malagasy society.

Elders possess greater hasina (authority)

than the young, not only by virtue of their maturity and
experience, but also because they are perceived as closer to
the dead and thus share in part of their power.1
The Worship of Ancestors
The worship of the ancestors is another important way
to maintain fihavanana for Malagasy people.

As culture

relates to "ideas, feelings, and values,"2 one can apply this
definition to Malagasy understanding of ancestors.

On the

1For an in-depth and detailed description of the role
of elders in the African culture, see Laurenti Magesa,
African Religion: The Moral Traditions of Abundant Life
(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1997), 70-71.
2For ample explanation of the three dimensions of
culture, see Paul G. Hiebert, Anthropological Insights for
Missionaries (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2004), 30-35.
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cognitive dimension, Malagasy people believe that when a
person dies, he rises to an invisible and sacred life.

He

then gets a higher status because he is nearer to God than
to the living people.

Consequently, the ancestors are

believed to be able to guide living people's lives.

On the

affective dimension, Malagasy people take great care of and
cherish their ancestors.

In Malagasy traditional religion,

three significant ceremonies accompany death— funeral,
exhumation, and sacrifice.

Regarding the evaluative

dimension, Malagasy people see the authority of ancestors
through taboos and sacrifice.

To infringe on a fady (taboo)

is equivalent to being guilty towards the ancestors.

These

three dimensions will be explored in depth in the next
sections.

Malagasy Expressions of Their Values
As we observed previously, Malagasy people are mostly
of mixed Asian, African, and Arab origins.

The Asian origin

of the Malagasy people can be traced in the national
language, Malagasy, that is spoken all over the island.

The

African influence in the Malagasy population stems mainly
from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, in which
period many slaves from Mozambique and South Africa where
transported to Madagascar, thus bringing an African feature
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to the Malagasy culture.

The Arab origin can also be seen

in the Arabic elements present in the Malagasy language,
such as in the names of months and days of the week. Indeed,
the Asian, African, and Arab backgrounds in Malagasy culture
are evident.

However, interestingly, Malagasy people

developed their own religious system, in which their beliefs
are manifested through symbols found in their own myths,
proverbs, music and songs, and signs.

As Ernst Cassierer

suggests
Man lives in a symbolic universe. Language, myth, art
and religion are parts of this universe. They are the
. varied threads which weave the symbolic net, the tangled
web of human experience. All human progress in thought
and experience refines upon and strengthens this net.
. . . Instead of dealing with things themselves man is in
a sense constantly conversing with himself. He has so
enveloped himself in linguistic forms, in artistic
images, in mythical symbols or religious rites that he
cannot see or know anything except by the interposition
of this artificial medium.1
Therefore, for us to understand the Malagasy belief system,
we will now look at its expressions in the next four
subsections.
Through Myths
The Malagasy myth does not deal so much with the

1Ernst Cassierer, An Essay on Man (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1944), 25.
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creation of the universe, but with the origin of man.

Here

are the details of the narration:
There was in the beginning a Creator and his daughter
Mother Earth. Mother Earth played by making dolls out of
.the clay, and the Creator breathed into them. The new
creatures multiplied and prospered. They praised Mother
Earth, and forgot the Creator, so the Creator decided
that he would take half of the creatures' souls as
tribute. Yet because he is kind and patient, he took
souls mainly from the old and the sick. Because the
Creator made the souls, he was able to do so. The
creatures' bodies, however, belong to Mother Earth.
Thus, when souls depart they are returned to the Creator
whereas the bodies return to the Mother.1
This myth emphasizes the division between the soul and the
body, and this comprehension still presently exists.
Another Malagasy myth expresses the concept of
reincarnation in Malagasy belief.
first man created on the Earth.

Andriambahomanana was the
Asked what kind of death he

and his wife wanted, after having many children and
grandchildren, Andriambahomanana chose to die like a banana
plant, which soon puts forth shoots anew.

His wife,

however, asked to be sent to the moon, where she would die
every month, to be born again the following month.
Another myth showing the idea of reincarnation concerns
an endemic animal in Madagascar, the Indri, which plays a
very important role in the myths of the people of

1Christy Taylor, "The Birth of the Universe: A Tour of
Creation Myths," October 2004, http://www.smokylake.com/
Christy/birthof.htm (24 November 2004).
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Madagascar.

People believed that the deceased were

reincarnated in Indris.

The myth tells of "a woman who gave

birth to many children.

When they had grown up, some began

cultivating the soil and planting rice.

Others still lived

by eating 'leaves and roots of wild plants.

After a while,

members of the first group quarreled and fought each other.
These.were the ancestors of humans.

This scared the members

of the other group, who were hiding high up in the trees to
live in peace.

These were the first Indris."1

Through Proverbs
Malagasy proverbs consist of short sentences, usually
in figurative expressions, communicating well-known truths,
social norms, or moral themes in common use by the members
of Malagasy society.

Many proverbs are rooted in the

Malagasy's ancient cultural heritage or religion.
The following proverbs help us to understand Malagasy
beliefs:
1. If a child does not play, let him pass to manhood.
2. If a man is tired of amusement, let him join the
elders.

lv'Indri (Indri indri) One of the Loudest Voices, Mute
Forever Soon?" Nature Magazine, 2004, http://magazine
.naturecom.de/text/indri.html (22 November 2005).
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3. If an elder does not chatter, let him go down to the
ancestors.
4. If an ancestor does not give blessing, let him rise
and unearth the potatoes.
Each of these proverbs describes the readiness of a
person to enter the next stage of life and emphasizes the'
role of the ancestors.

The ancestors' protection is so

anchored in Malagasy culture that whenever they pray, they
always say: "Ho tahian'Andriamanitra sy ny razana" (May God
and the ancestors bless you).

This means that the ancestors

have the same function as God.
Through Songs and Dances
Malagasy music, songs, and dances permeate the
traditional Malagasy culture.

Among others, the Hira Gasy

(the Malagasy songs) is one of the most popular.

A Kabary

(speech) given at the beginning of each representation by
the senior of the troupe gives the opportunity to greet the
ancestors, to thank the public, to expose the topic, and to
seek from the start to remove any difference between rivals.
Music and songs are artistic forms in which the Malagasy
people express themselves.

The themes can be about farming,

social issues, weddings, morals, or even trade.
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Through Signs
The tombs of the Malagasy people are built on sacred
grounds and express close links between the living and dead.
Almost every Malagasy tomb is built of wood or stones,
though there is variation among the tribes.

People spend

more money on their tombs than on their houses because they
reason that they will be dead much longer than they will be
alive.
In the Mahafaly tribe, people bury their dead inside
square enclosures of wood or stone.

These tombs are

decorated with horns of sacrificed zebu (a type of buffalo),
and with wooden sculptures called aloalo.
means "intermediary" or "messenger."

The word alo

This suggests that

aloalo were considered a point of connection between the
living and the dead.

Aloalo traditionally show a

combination of nude human figures and birds or zebu.
The Sakalava tribe decorates their tombs with the Mijoa
bird (ibis), which represents the passage between life and
death.

Mijoa, the only birds that mate face to face like

humans, symbolize the continuity of life.

A man who dies

will not come back to disturb his wife; as the couple now
exist in the perfect symmetry of two opposite worlds.
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Implications for Mission
On one hand, the Malagasy concept of fihavanana
expresses a core human value and a very deep Christian
value.

First, the idea of fihavanana can be used to open

Malagasy people to the divine plan of salvation.

In the

Malagasy Bible, the words "peace" and "reconciliation" are
translated by fihavanana (Rom 5:1; 2 Cor 5:18; Eph 2:14; Col
1:21).

Second, Malagasy people use the word fihavanana to

express a relational ideal.

For them, human life is a

network of fihavanana, which consists of a relationship with
God, the ancestors, the spirits, the living, and even with
nature.

In a similar way, Christianity is a relationship,

not a religion. It is a relationship with Jesus Christ, the
God who came down to dwell with men (John 1:1-3, 14; Gal
2:20), but also a relationship with other people as
expressed by Jesus in His teaching concerning duty and
responsibility to one's neighbor.
On the other hand, for the Malagasy people, ancestral
spirits are understood to be closer to the living than God.
Similarly, they regard ancestors as intermediaries between
the Supreme God and the living.

These signs indicate that

Malagasy people believe in the division between the soul and
the body.

In addition, they embrace the concept of

reincarnation.
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The Christian Leader's Task
After understanding the Malagasy traditional values,
the task of the evangelist is "to open their eyes, and turn
them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to
God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a
place among those who are sanctified by faith in me" (Acts
26:18).

Consequently, present cultural values must be

shaped and molded by biblical thought and content.

The

evangelist must encourage the Malagasy people to:
1.

Reorder their view of reality around God and His

desires for human life.
2.

Point out the idea of one mediator between God and

humankind—Jesus.
3.

Teach concerning the sending of the Holy Spirit so

that they do not need intermediaries like ancestors.
4.

Instruct the Malagasy about the Hebrew concepts of

humanity (no division between soul and body), and the source
of spirits and powers (fallen angels).
5.

Teach that each person is created unique and

discuss the power and implications of a creator God to
refute the idea of the reincarnation.
The question is: "How to change traditional worldviews
or values?" The evangelist must teach the new believers the
complete core of the gospel—the essentials to which all
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other parts are linked, and through which the Scriptures as
a whole must be interpreted.

In fact, people must

understand the one, true, and living God as Person, Creator,
and Lord.

All things were created and.brought into

existence by His will (Rev 4:11; Eph 3:9; Gen 1:1).

As the

Maker is master of what He has made, then God is sovereign
over the whole of His creation.
an offence to God.

All forms of idolatry are

In that case, His creation should give

Him glory, honor, and praise.
God is always in control of all things and is
constantly at work in accomplishing His plan.

Moreover,

humans are God's creatures and God guide their affairs (Ps
115:3; Hab 1:1-11; Isa 10:5-6).

Thus, He cannot be

manipulated or controlled.
As humankind has fallen short of God's standard, God
has a deep desire to be known and understood.

God

demonstrates His love for humanity by establishing a
relationship with His creation through His Son Jesus Christ,
His messenger and the incarnation of His nature (John 1:14).
Through Jesus' death on the cross and His resurrection there
is forgiveness of sin and reconciliation with God for those
who repent. God has come to humanity in Jesus Christ.
Therefore, God is not distant.
The power of God is seen in His creation and His power
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that sustains the universe.
needs (1 Cor 8:6).

He is the provider of human's

His love and mercy are revealed in

Christ and His victory over Satan, the spirit world, sin,
and death.
Evangelists also need to point out the idea of one
mediator between God and humankind.

Jesus, as God's Son, is

the Liberator and the Savior of humanity.

Because His death

is the sacrifice for all sin, and because He is risen and is
alive today, He is the only mediator allowed between God and
humankind.

Worship, sacrifice, and glory are to be given to

God alone—through Christ, who is the only acceptable
mediator between God and humankind.
any spirits as mediators.

He forbids us to use

Furthermore, the concept of the

protection of the Holy Spirit for believers should be
emphasized.

The new converts must realize that the greatest

spiritual power in the universe is available to them through
the indwelling Holy Spirit (Acts 1:8; 1 Cor 12:13).
New believers must know the source of spirits and
powers. Satan and his hosts are dreadfully real and
represent the powers of darkness.

Walter Kaiser, et al.,

point out:
Demons are part of the cosmic or spiritual conflict going
on behind the outward actions of preaching, teaching and
healing. Demons fit into the New Testament picture of
what the reign of God means and the fact that salvation
is not simply deliverance from physical sickness or

42
political oppression or poverty, but also a root of
deliverance from final judgment, from spiritual sin and
from the oppression by evil spiritual forces connected to
these things.1
In the Bible there are numerous references to fallen
angels (Gen 6:1-4; Ps 82; Isa 24:21-23; Dan 10:13, 20),
demons (Deut 32:17; Ps 106:37), and evil spirits (Judg 9:23;
1 Sam 16:14, 23; 18:1; 19:9; 1 Kings 22:19-23).

The

biblical teachings about the state of the dead and the
concept of reincarnation will be developed in a later study.
The conversion of the Thessalonians is a "model" not
only to "all believers in Macedonia and Achaia" (1 Thess
1:7) but also to Malagasy people coming to Christ out of
animistic backgrounds.

These early Christians made a

definite break with their animistic traditions.

They

"turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God,
and to wait for his Son from heaven" (1 Thess 1:7, 9).

Such

a definite break from traditional power sources is
characteristic of change as animists come to Christ.

Power, Truth, and Commitment Encounters
The Seventh-day Adventist themes of the Great
Controversy that clearly explain the conflict between good

1Walter C. Kaiser, Peter H. Davids, F. F. Bruce, and
Manfred T. Brauch, Hard Sayings of the Bible (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1996), 81.
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and evil, the warfare between God and Satan, how fallen
angels appear as spirits and demons in this world, and the
constant struggle between the people of God and the
principalities and powers must be clearly taught.1

In

biblical warfare the cross is the ultimate and final
victory (1 Cor 1:18-25).

On the cross Jesus bore the sins

of the world and triumphed over all the powers of evil (Heb
2:14).

We must teach that Jesus Christ, at the cross,

defeated Satan's kingdom.

Satan is a fallen foe.

Christ

was victorious over him when He came from the grave.

God's

people have nothing to fear "because greater is He that is
in you than he that is in the world (1 John 4:4). Teaching
about the two sources of power and a warning about the
consequences of returning to the old power sources must be
clearly taught to Malagasy people.

To be fully understood

and to be persuasive, the gospel must be expressed within
the cultural and historical contexts of the Malagasy
people.

They need to experience three types of encounter:

1Bruce Bauer, "Adventist Encounter With Folk
Religions," (paper presented during the AIIAS Theological
Forum: Adventist Mission in Non-Christian Contexts August
9-12, 2000).
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a power encounter, allegiance encounter, and a truth
encounter.1

Truth Encounter
A truth encounter is concerned with understanding and
challenging the worldview of the person.

Teaching is the

vehicle of this encounter as the mind and the will are
exercised and. challenged.

Faulty understandings are

confronted with biblical truth.

This teaching is not just

concerned with the transfer of information, but instead is
designed to challenge the animistic beliefs and values.
Some important areas of teaching should include: the
Kingdom of God and the dominion of Satan; the place and
role of God; motivations for seeking deity; the role of sin
and salvation; the nature of the human/Divine relationship.
Kraft explains that a truth encounter "provide the context
within which the other encounters take place and can be
interpreted."2

Therefore, the sovereignty and the nature of

God must be understood by people.
expected to be worshiped.

God, as the Creator is

People must realize that the

■
‘Charles H. Kraft, "What Kind of Encounters Do We Need
in Our Christian Witness?" in Evangelical Mission Quarterly
27:3 (July 1991), 258-265.
2Ibid.
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power of Satan is broken by Jesus as the manifestation of
God's love.

Power Encounter
A power encounter is concerned with freedom from the
enemy's captivity. Satan uses many things to keep people
from commitment to God and truth. Jesus destroyed the works
of Satan and gave people freedom from sickness, disease,
and demonic possession allowing people to consider the
truth and to make a commitment to God. In a power
encounter, people receive the needed emotional freedom to
move forward with God. The vehicle of this encounter is
spiritual warfare and prayer. Kraft also shows that this
power encounter affects not only the one who is freed, but
also the observers whose attention is attracted allowing
them to also, begin to trust God.1

In this sense, the

transformed life of a Christian is a type of power
encounter in that it plays the same role of attracting and
leading people to trust in God.

To get to the point, a

power encounter confronts culture at the point of
allegiance and calls people to come under the sovereignty
of God.

The eternal and universal truth must confront

1Ibid.
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every culture.

It leads to conversion because people

accept Him as God of gods and Lord of lords.

Allegiance Encounter
An allegiance encounter is concerned with relationship
with Jesus Christ and the rescuing of people from wrong
commitments. This encounter aims to help people commit to
Jesus Christ and a growing relationship with God, His
people, and His mission. The primary vehicle of this
encounter is witness as people are challenged to respond to
the new understanding and freedom that they have obtained.
One example of an allegiance encounter would be the
decision to trust in God's power for healing and protection
instead of in animistic practitioners.

By this type of

encounter, people must have a relationship with eternal God
in Jesus Christ, and declare their allegiance to the God of
universe.
These are some biblical illustrations about these three
types of encounter.

Since sin entered into the earth, the

whole world is under the sway of the evil one (1 John 5:19).
However, Jesus came to "destroy the works of the devil" (1
John 3:8; Heb 2:14).

Jesus in His death "disarmed

principalities and powers," and "made a public spectacle of
them, triumphing over them in it" (Col 2:15).

From the
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perspective of power encounter, the forces of God and the
forces of Satan have a cosmic conflict called the great
controversy.
Luke 2.

This cosmic conflict is recorded in Rev 12 and

Jesus manifested His victory during His temptations

narrated in Matt 4:1-11, Mark 1:12, 13, and Luke 4:1-13.
In the Old Testament, some stories illustrate these
three types of encounter simultaneously.

Kamps concludes

that the Elijah's experience (1 Kgs 18:20-46) documents how
worshippers of Baal were confronted, called into account,
and exposed. He adds that God's power defeated the power of
Baal so that God was recognized as the one true God.1
Other illustrations are also seen as listed next: the
plagues of Egypt reveal power encounters between the God of
Israel and the gods of Egypt (Exod 7-11).

At this final

demonstration of God's power, the Pharaoh gave in and
allowed Moses and the Israelites to leave Egypt (truth
encounter).

"For Israel, the Exodus meant spiritual freedom

from the rule and reign of the powers of darkness."2 The
Philistine challenge for one to fight Goliath was more than
a military challenge. It was thought of by both sides as a

1Kamps, 15-29.
2Ibid., 36.
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spiritual encounter.1 Likewise, the Assyrian challenge to
Jerusalem during the time of Hezekiah was a confrontation
between the God of Israel and the gods of the Assyrians.
The Assyrian commander could boast that the gods of many
lands had fallen before Assyria: "How then can the Lord
deliver Jerusalem from my hand?" (2 Kgs 18:35).

This

arrogance stemmed from the concept that "the gods of strong
nations were superior gods."2

Yet the true God vindicated

his name by defeating the Assyrians (2 Kgs 19:35-36).
The three encounters are demonstrated in the New
Testament by Jesus.

Beasley-Murray supports these

encounters by Jesus' attitude in facing the Jews.3

In Matt

12:22-28, Jesus healed a man who was demon-possessed, blind,
and mute.

Jesus' act of healing is itself a demonstration

of power encounter and was the nature of Jesus' ministry.
He broke down the sovereignties of Satan so that His rule
could break into the world.

The defeat of Satan in his

ministry was a foretaste of what Jesus did when He broke the

1Ibid., 37-42.
2Ibid., 43.
3G. R. Beasley-Murray, Jesus and the Kingdom of God
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1986), 108-111.
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chains of death and rose from the dead.

His death and

resurrection were power encounters with the forces of Satan.
Then, when Jesus cast out this demon, He divided His
audience.

The crowd wondered if He was the Messiah, the Son

of David.

But the Pharisees charged Him using satanic power

(v. 24).
25-30).

Jesus declared this accusation to be absurd (vv.
Satan would not use his power to release demon-

possessed persons.

This is a demonstration of truth

encounter-.' "Jesus 'was the" "Stronger Mar:, who was.ab ie to bind
the strong man (v. 29).

And in verse 30, Jesus made a call,

"He who is not with Me is against Me, and he who does not
gather with Me scatters abroad."

This is a demonstration of

allegiance encounter.
In the early church Christians continued to directly
encounter animistic forces and their powers.
lame man (Acts 2:1-11).
blind (Acts 13:6-13).

Peter healed a

Elymas, the sorcerer, was struck
Paul cast the spirit of divination

out of a Philippians slave girl (Acts 16:16-18). Books of
magic were burned (Acts 19:19).

Scripture and church

history show that demonstrations of God's power often lead
some to believe, but they can also excite others to oppose,
leading to persecution and death.
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Traditional Beliefs Concerning Morality
This section describes two themes in Malagasy
traditional beliefs concerning morality—the Malagasy
concepts of right and wrong, and their understandings of
sacrifice.

Each of these themes provides some implications

for mission, and the evangelist's task.

Malagasy Concepts of Right and Wrong
Concepts of Sin and Guilt
Malagasy cultures identify sin as ota, which means the
act of erring, a mistake, or a transgression.

The verb to

sin (manota), which may mean to make a mistake, is usually
linked to the transgression of taboo (fady).

This attitude

is called manota fady (doing wrong to taboo) and is the
traditional meaning of sin.

Therefore, to sin is related to

the ancestors who were the creators of taboo.
After doing wrong (manota), the wrongdoer is guilty
(meloka), which is a personal feeling of responsibility and
guilt (heloka, or havoa).

These are some examples where

guilt is present: "A man who is mortally ill cannot be
healed if he or someone else in his house is guilty.

In the

same way, if a woman in labor is not able to deliver the
child, the reason is that she or her husband has broken some
taboo.

Among the Vezo tribe the fishing will be
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unsuccessful if a transgression has 'stuck' to the
village."1 This perception of guilt is seen as having a
relationship with others.

A heloka of a person or a people

can cause damage or a serious handicap to another person or
other people.
For the Malagasy, manota fady (to break the taboo) is
something scandalous and it brings shame (henatra) to the
taboo-breaker's home and to his community, because he
"brings the whole society out of its normal status and into
a dangerous position."2
The Results of Sin
The consequence of the heloka is voina, which is the
term used for punishment.

To avoid the voina, one must take

the place of the taboo-breaker and take over the voina (ny
misolo voina) so as to carry his punishment.
role of the sacrificial animal.

This is the

To illustrate this concept,

the Malagasy Bible translates "Christ died for us" by maty
Kristy "nisolo voina" antsika.

1Jorgen Ruud, Taboo: A Study of Malagasy Customs and
Beliefs (Madagascar: Trano Printy Loterana, 1970), 268.
2Ibid., 269.
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In Malagasy, two words express the consequence of sin:
tsiny and tody.1

First of all, when a person sins, he is

blamed (voan'ny tsiny) by the offended person.

Malagasy

people in general, Christians included, are obsessed with
the fear of tsiny because they believe that there is no
protection against tsiny.

Hundreds of Malagasy proverbs and

sayings speak of tsiny, such as miala tsiny (excuse me),
which is a simple apology, or manome tsiny (placing blame),
which is the threat of placing tsiny on someone.
Tody, on the other hand, is understood as depending on
cosmic retributive justice.
tody.

An evil act always brings a

Malagasy Christians still believe in tody and in

tsiny.

Not only do they believe in their existence, but

they are also convinced about legitimacy as a cosmic form of
justice.

This animistic cultural heritage is difficult to

leave behind.

The Solution
Tsiny and tody are explanations of the why of
misfortune, because in Malagasy belief, health and disease

For an extxended discussion of tsiny and tody, see
Richard Andriamanjat-o, Le Tsiny et le Tody dans la Pensee
Malgache (Paris: Presence Africaine, 1957).
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are inextricably connected with social behavior and moral
conduct.

As a matter of fact, the divinities themselves are

committed to watch the cause of a misfortune, and then
pronounce the punishment or dictate the solution.

The most

usual solution suggested is the animal sacrifice, which will
be discussed in a later section.

Implications for Mission
Natural Norms and Sins
In Malagasy society, the world is one moral universe in
which humans, ancestors, the unborn, gods, spirits, animals,
and nature interact in a web of relationships in which every
being and thing is related to every other, as Russell
Staples writes:
The good life is the life that is lived in harmony with
the moral order of reality. To offend against that order
is to bring calamity not only upon oneself, but also upon
all the community. The evil forces of reality must be
restrained and rendered impotent, and the beneficent
forces must be supported and kept well disposed to the
community. The means by which this will be accomplished
is religious ritual.1
Thus, the Malagasy believe that they must live in
harmony with the world around them. Sin, in this view, is a
violation of the earth and nature.

For example, let us

1Russell Staples, "Western Medicine and the Primal
World-view," International Bulletin of Missiological
Research (1982): 71.
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consider the prohibition of the eating of lemur in some
regions and learn the subjective meaning attached by
Malagasy people to this natural norm:
According to Malagasy beliefs and conviction the animals
have souls {ambiroa), which live after death, like human
beings. After death, however, it is not called soul
(ambiroa), but spirit (angatra) , and this word is only
used about the beyond. From the word angatra the verb
manangatra is formed, which is used about the spirits of
the departed ones revenging themselves on people. This
revenge is even more present when it is a human-like
being, like lemur, which is revenging itself, than if it
is another animal. The lemur, however, only revenges
itself if it has been mocked at alive, or if it is killed
in a cruel way [skinned alive, roasted and eaten]. The
consequence is always misfortune in one way or the other.1
In this case, an animal is treated as a human being because
the Malagasy believe that it has a soul too, which leaves
after the animal's death.

Thus, to mistreat an animal is a

sin and must be resolved by religious ritual.
Social Norms and Sins
In Malagasy society, the life of the individual is
governed by following the fomba (uses) and respecting the
fady (taboos).

These are some examples showing how the

Malagasy take care of their attitude.

On the northeast

coast they will not work in the rice fields on Tuesdays and
Thursdays.

In certain places they cannot eat pork; in

others they avoid the cloven hoof.

1Ruud, 100.

If someone gives you
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something, you should give something back, otherwise you
fall under his/her power.
In the center of Madagascar, it is fady to hand an egg
directly to someone—it must first be placed on the ground.
It is fady to not give food to a stranger, for it would
bring poverty and cause inability to provide for oneself.
Many other kinds of fady also express a metaphorical
sense. For example, according to a common fady, it is wrong
to sit in the doorway of a house while the rice is
sprouting, since the door of the house is compared to the
"gateway" of birth and by blocking it, one might impede the
"birth" of the rice.

These taboos establish proper human

relations; thus one sins against other humans in his
community by disrespecting the social rules.
Another great sin in Malagasy society is failure to
care for parents and elders.

The Malagasy will not

undertake anything without obtaining the agreement of the
elders and the blessing of the ancestors.

Another practice

of Malagasy social rules is that each member of the family
is expected to eat a meal in turn according to age, and the
youngest is served last.

Failure to honor the rank is

considered a serious violation of fady.

In fact, children

who eat before their elders can be severely punished.
Within the village, the local notables and respected elders
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of kin groups, who are usually male, have preponderant
influence in village affairs.

Theological Norms and Sins
As we observed, one of the most fundamental
presentations of traditional Malagasy religious life is the
relation between the living and the dead.

This relationship

has a moral dimension; consequently, theologically defined
sins are offenses that disrupt human relationships with the
spirit of ancestors.

For example, when the Malagasy forget

the second burial or famadihana, they expect retribution and
punishment from ancestor spirits.
As a summary, Malagasy conceptions of sin are divided
into three categories.

Naturally defined sins are

violations of the earth, the nature, and mistreatment of
animals.

Next, socially defined sins are violations of

culturally defined mores and laws that destroy social
harmony.

Finally, theologically defined sins are offenses

that disrupt human relationships with ancestor spirits.

Malagasy Concepts of Salvation
Malagasy people, being animistic, have both theological
and social definitions of salvation.

When sin is viewed

primarily from a theological perspective, salvation is the
righting of relationships between humanity and divinity.
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When sin is primarily understood as social, salvation is
perceived as the resolution of cultural violations which
have created social disharmony.

Tokunboh Adeyemo writes

that "salvation in the thought of traditional African
peoples . . . implies acceptance in the community of the
living and the living dead, deliverance from the power of
the evil spirits, and a possession of life force."1

The Church Leader's Task
After understanding the Malagasy concepts of sin and
salvation, the evangelist must comprehend biblical
worldviews concerning the place and the role of God through
Christ, and the biblical meanings of sin and salvation.2

The place and role of God
Animistic people consider God to be distant and
unconcerned about them.

As a result, they believe that God

delegates His power to lower spiritual beings who reflects
His nature.

God may not be seen as personally righteous and

holy in the same way that the Scripture reveals Him. God is
not viewed as the Judge of every humankind by His standard
of righteousness. Therefore, the evangelist task is to teach

1Tokunboh Adeyemo, Salvation in African Tradition
(Nairobi, Kenya: Evangel Publishing House, 1979), 94.
2Van Rheenen, 298-303.
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to new believers that God is not very far from any one of us
(Acts 17:27), whose relationship with us is motivated by
steadfast love (Exod 34:6-7), that His goal is to save us
and to insure the salvation through Jesus (John 3:16).

The meaning of sin and salvation
As we have seen above, Malagasy people understand sin
as a violation of social customs, creating disharmony in
society. For that reason, salvation seeks to reestablish
harmony to society. However,
Sin is a negation of God, a breaching of the human/divine
relationship, a rejection of God's sovereignty and
acceptance, either deliberately or unconsciously, of
Satan's kingdom. Although defined in terms of God, sin
is shown to have social dimensions. Unlike the
ambivalent gods of the nations, Creator God is moral and
just and expects humankind to reflect his nature.
Ethics, justice, and morality are judged according to his
standards! Followers of God must be holy because God is
holy (1 Pet 1:15)!1
In the biblical view, sin is primarily rebellion
against God. It is also transgression of God's fixed moral
standards, and indifference to other people. In fact, God is
both sovereign and moral, stands above human cultures and
judges them according to His nature.
Commenting on this concept, Van Rheenen adds:
Salvation is the working of God to reestablish his
relationship with an alienated creation. Salvation has

1Ibid., 300.

59
been initiated by Creator God; humankind cannot devise a
substitute. Paul concisely describes God's distinctive
plan of salvation: "God made Him who had no sin to be sin
for us, so that in Him we might become the righteousness
of God" (2 Cor 5:21) . God chose a perfect sacrifice-, a
divine offering without blemish, to be offered for the
sins of humankind, an eternal expression of the love of
God (John 3:16). People are saved by accepting this
sacrifice of God, not by devising their own ways of
propitiation and redemption.1
Then God, in His mercy and love, took the initiative and
sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to the earth to "lift the curse"
(Gal 3:10) on human by giving Himself as a sacrifice to God
on human's behalf.

1

With this understanding of biblical perspective,
animistic perceptions of sin and salvation change in two
significant ways:
First, his definitions of sin and salvation are expanded
and reformulated. He no longer defines sin only in terms
of the social. His definitions are expanded to reflect
the ethical and moral nature of God and reformulated to
view salvation as the reconciliation with God through the
blood of Jesus Christ.
In addition, salvation is
understood in terms of a longer dimension of time: God's
final redemption of his elect at the end of time.
Through such reformulations the animist throws off the
shackles of Animism and comes under the sovereignty of
God. Second, the animist's source of salvation changes.
He no longer relies on other personal spiritual beings or
impersonal forces for his salvation. He learns to trust
in Creator God and wait for Him to act (Isa 8:17-20). He
accepts God's salvation, based on a sacrifice ordained by
Him, rather than on earthly formulations of salvation.
Thus, if God is accepted as sovereign, the Christian will

1Ibid.
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ultimately be guided by how God judges society, not by
society's critique of itself.1
For new converts, the idea of sin in relation to redemption
and deliverance begins to form new worldview values and
understanding.

The idea of a divine deliverance understood

according to the work of Jesus will change Malagasy
worldview for they have given little or no attention to God
and His provisions for their salvation.
Accordingly, the evangelist should present the gospel
of Jesus Christ as satisfying their greatest needdeliverance, for this will transform their view of God and
sin.

This work can be realized by affirming God's love and

power not only in creation but also in subsequent human
history, by lifting up Jesus Christ not only as God's Son
but also as the Lord of history and the liberator of
mankind, and by demonstrating that God's deliverance through
Jesus is not limited to earthly existence but extend to
eternity as well.
Furthermore, it is important for church leaders and
church members to understand the broad definition of
salvation.

The Greek word for "save" can also mean "heal,

1Ibid., 301.
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or "make whole."

This suggests that salvation involves both

spiritual life and physical restoration.

By His work of

salvation, Christ is able to heal and save, to protect and
restore—transforming human beings into heirs of God's
kingdom.

In fact, God's salvation not only delivers people

from the power of sin, but also restores them to complete
spiritual health.

Sacrifice in Malagasy Religions1
The essence of Malagasy religious beliefs lies in
sacrificial practices, carried out by the clans, the tribes,
or even by the families or individuals, during each
important event of their social or individual lives.

Here,

as in all religions, sacrifice implies a mystical and sacred
action that is performed in order to appease, thank, honor
or obtain the favors of invisible powers that dominate the
world.

In its physical form, a sacrifice is manifested by

the immolation of a victim according to specific rituals in
a sacred place and by a sacred individual.

Sacrifices

appear in each important circumstance of life: birth,
marriage, circumcision, death.

Sacrifices are also used in

other circumstances, such as for the healing of diseases or

1For a fuller treatment of this uniqueness, see
Celestin L. Aujas, Les rites du sacrifice a Madagascar
(Tananarive: Imprimerie Moderne de l'Emyrne, 1927).
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possession.

And presently, these practices still continue.

These sacrifices take place anywhere from the
ancestors' corner of the home to a sacred mountaintop,
depending upon their significance.
purity of utensils is necessary.

Regardless of place,
Usually, sacrifice is

ordered by a village Mpisikidy (astrologer) and carried out
by a Mpisorona (priest).
The sacrifice of expiation is the most common among the
Malagasy.

This sacrifice allows a transgressor to transfer

his punishment to the animal.

Implications for Mission
The Foundation of Malagasy
Sacrifices
Having provided insight into Malagasy traditional
sacrifices, the underlying foundation or the worldview of
Malagasy sacrifices should be pointed out.

At the core of

Malagasy worldview are sacrifices that are offered as a
mutual exchange of gifts to maintain relationships between
living people.

Aylward Shorter writes:

A gift signifies the giver. It is a part of the giver as
it were, placed in the hands of the receiver. The
receiver, conversely, is obligated by the gift, placed in
the giver's debt. Gifts are the peculiar power of
creating what they signify. Refusal of a gift is the
refusal of a relationship, perhaps a declaration of war.
The symbolism of gift is especially powerful when it
concerns food and drink, the ritual feast, by which giver
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and receiver nourish their life-processes by the same
means.1
To refuse a gift is seen as a hostile act.

The sacrifice as

gift maintains relationship or restores it.
Another core element of the Malagasy worldview is the
idea that sacrifice is understood as communion with
ancestors.

As Laurenti Magesa points out: "Sacrifices to

ghosts are obviously similar to sacrifices, offerings, and
libations to ancestors.

Of course, because of their

solicitude for the living, the intent of sacrificial rituals
for the ancestors is not to banish them or to keep them at
bay, but to keep them happy and to win more favors from
them."2
Since the concept of the ancestors is a crucial one in
Malagasy life, eating and drinking with them not only
establishes an intimate relationship, but also demonstrates
it.

In that case, the sacrifice as communion is an

operative and expressive act at the same time.3
Besides their basic belief in sacrifice, the Malagasy

1Aylward Shorter, Jersus and the Witchdoctor: An
Approach to Healing and Wholeness (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 1985), 65.
2Magesa, 208.
3Paul G. Hiebert, Daniel R. Shaw, and- Tite Tienou,
Understanding Folk Religion (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker,
2003), 206.
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worldview has led them to hold some basic assumptions.
First, sacrifices are made to avoid a coming danger
following a mistake.

They are offered to appease angry

spirits before they punish for sin, or to limit misfortune,
especially sickness.
Second, communal sacrifices are offered to invoke
blessings upon social activities, especially rites of
passage—circumcision, marriage, and death.
Third, the Malagasy see the meaning of sacrifice as
homage to spirits, ancestors, and kings for thanksgiving or
for acknowledging their blessings, as well as for gaining
their goodwill and blessing.
Fourth, sacrifice for the Malagasy is perceived as
restitution because of the punishment, or compensation for
the suffering and damage caused by sin.
Fifth, as an expiatory sacrifice, it is a kind of
payment for debt, a costly giving to make right what has
been wrong.

And finally as a propitiatory sacrifice, it

tries to placate a deity.
Sacrifice and Salvation
in Malagasy Cultures
Malagasy people are principally concerned with social
redemption.

Ray states that in animistic contexts sacrifice

is executed "to cure illness, increase fertility, defeat
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enemies, change people's social status, remove impurity, and
reveal the future."1 Redemption in Malagasy concept means
reestablishment of social harmony.

The social aspects of

salvation are shown by the purposes of. sacrificial rituals
in Malagasy contexts—healing, reconciliation, and
forgiveness.

The ritual religion consists of the

presentation of the desire of people to manipulate the
spirits.

In fact, sacrifices are performed to influence

God, gods, spirits, or ancestors to change curses into
blessings, evil into good, and defeat into victory.2

The Church Leader's Task
To change animistic worldviews about salvation and
sacrifice, the evangelist must understand the nature of the
human-divine relationship, and animist motivations for
seeking God.3

The nature of the human-divine
relationship
As we have seen, animism is a power religion based upon
manipulation and compelling spiritual powers.

However,

The follower of God must not conceive of God as a power
xBenjamin C. Ray, African Religions: Symbol, Ritual and
Community (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1976), 78.
2Van Rheenen, 291.
3Ibid., 301-302.
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being to be manipulated and coerced. He must relate to
God out of love. The first great command is to love:
"Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all
your soul and with all your strength" (Deut 6:5; Matt
22:37). Although God has all power, His relationship
with humanity is a negation of that power. Because of
his great compassion, He does not immediately punish His
people for sin to powerfully demonstrate His displeasure.
He is rather patient with man, "not wanting anyone to
perish, but everyone to come to repentance" (2 Pet 3:9).
In the death of Christ, God demonstrated His love, gave
up His power to punish, and died for His creation.
Therefore, the preaching of the triumphal savior who
defeated the principalities and powers must be tempered
with the preaching of the God who suffers, cries, and
finally punishes when humanity sins and breaks her
relationship with him. Christianity is a religion of
love based on a relationship with sovereign God in Jesus
Christ.1
Animism is based upon human initiative, but Christianity is
based upon the initiative of God.

A Christians' faith in

God is deepened as they understand God's plan in providing
salvation through Christ's sacrifice.
The evangelist must teach new members that God is
searching for humans, trying to establish some kind of
communication with them even while humans are afraid (Gen
3:7-13).

Moreover, it was God who prepared "clothes of

righteousness" for Adam and Eve to cover their shame.

In

fact, the true meaning of Christ's sacrifice is God's
provision of a covering of righteousness to cover the shame
of our nakedness resulting from sin.

1Ibid., 302, 303.
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The sacrifice of Christ brings forgiveness, and
provides reconciliation for those who submit to God.
Christianity is a religion of love based on a relationship
with God in Jesus Christ.
The evangelist must lead people to have Christ as a
model and an example of sacrifice.

One of the key

differences between Jesus' life and message and humankind is
that Jesus proclaimed and demonstrated in His life service
to the needs of people and was willing to sacrifice Himself.
Victory is achieved through submission and suffering not
through conquering by force or placating evil forces.

In

like manner, as Christians trust God for forgiveness and for
restoration of the image of God in their lives they have
assurance of eternal life, and have no fear in the judgment
(Rom 3:21-31).
In memory of His sacrifice, Jesus instituted a special
rite (Lord's Supper and foot washing), which becomes the
regular confession—Jesus is Lord of my life—of the believer,
by which he/she regularly confesses trust in Jesus'
sacrifice for cleansing and victory over sin, and also
confesses a spirit of unity and brotherhood among fellow
believers.
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Motivations for seeking
their gods
The motives of animistic people in seeking their gods
interventions are humanistic and selfish. However,
A [Christian] ultimately seeks God because He is God. He
is incomparable, the sovereign Creator of the universe.
No other spiritual being is like Him—"majestic in
holiness, awesome in glory, working wonders" (Exod
15:11). . . . Christian salvation is a response to grace,
altruistic and self-giving, God-focused, and includes the
immediate as well as the eternal. A Christian, unlike
the earthly focused animist, seeks to fulfill the
purposes of God. . . . Christ, while praying about His
impending death, qualified His desire by saying, "My
Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from Me.
Yet not as I will, but as You will" (Matt 26:39, emphasis
added). Christian prayer, therefore, pleads, asks, begs,
even questions but never demands.1
The role of the evangelist is to point the animist to the
cross—the symbol of God's sacrifice of His Son to cleanse us
of sin and to deliver us from Satan.
To truly comprehend the power of the cross one must
understand the doctrine of the sanctuary, because all of
the services in the sanctuary are pedagogy to show how the
power of the cross teaches us.
something on our behalf.

Moreover, it accomplished

Jesus, by His death, destroyed

the power of death and released those in bondage to the
fear of death (Heb 2:14-15). People should understand that
God's use of power is demonstrated on the cross.

1Ibid., 301, 302.

As a
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Creator God sustains all things by His power (Gen 1).

He

defeated Satan and his hosts (John 16:33, and He will bring
all things into subjection to Himself (Eph 1:22) .

As a

result, He saves those who turn to Him and gives them power
to become like Him and bear witness to His greatness.
These are some aspects given by Christ's sacrifice to
correct Malagasy beliefs.
Christ was sacrificed not to create in God a love for
human beings, not to make Him willing to save.

Christ was

sacrificed precisely because of God's love for man.

He

loves us so much, that He gave His only begotten Son (John
3:16).

Therefore, the Malagasy practice of a placatory

sacrifice needs to be corrected.
Another aspect is that Malagasy people perform
sacrifices to change the mind of the deity or to placate a
deity's anger.

They see themselves as the first giver at

the moment of sacrifice.

The ancestors or deity then

become obligated to give back.

In relation to God,

Christian theology has no room for God to be obligated.
always gives freely, unconditionally, out of love.

It is

humans who, through worship and good works, give back to
God in gratitude.

God loves us, not because of the

propitiation, but He provided the propitiation because He

He
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loves us.

The understanding of this concept corrects

Malagasy beliefs that for God to be favorable, people have
to do something for Him.
Another aspect is that the Malagasy people do not need
to offer any sacrifice because first of all, Jesus as our
substitute took upon Himself the sins of the whole world
{1 Pet 2:24).
(Isa 53:5).

Second, He bore the punishment of the guilty
Third, He took our infirmities and bore our

sicknesses (Matt 8:17).

Therefore, it belongs to the

people to accept the death of Jesus Christ on Calvary as an
atoning sacrifice of their sins, and believe that through
faith in His shed blood they are saved from sin and its
penalty.
Another aspect is that God is the source of
reconciliation.

God has reconciled us to Himself through

Jesus Christ (2 Cor 5:18, 19).

This rectifies the Malagasy

general idea that by reconciliation, God's alienation is
removed because His wrath is appeased through a sacrifice.
From these reflections, the cross is the demonstration
of God's power because it was there that Satan was
defeated.
from fear.

Moreover, by the cross people can be released
In fact, the biblical theology of power

responds to traditional religions, which seek power to have
prosperity, health, success, control over life, and
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salvation, as do the Malagasy in their observance of fady
and the regime of sacrifice.
As a result, an analysis of the various meanings
associated with Christ's sacrifice helps people understand
the rich meanings associated with it—release from
punishment, forgiveness, fellowship, service, and
consecration.

The sacrifice of Christ takes away all the

needs of human sacrifices.
In fact, there are two messages the cross gives to the
animist.

First, the cross liberates the animist from Satan

and his power—"liberation from the demonic forces against
which he is fighting, deliverance from the rules and
regulations which these powers attempt to project upon
society, and freedom from sin that has alienated his people
from God and disharmonized society."1

Second, the cross

also becomes the symbol of suffering.

Animists seek to.

escape suffering, but the Christian knows that he must
suffer because Satan is still in the world, working against
him. God is greater even than the power and consequences of
evil, and He works all things, good and bad, to His glory
and the good of His people (Rom 8:28).

1Van Rheenen, 303.

God can use
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suffering for good.

Van Rheenen suggests that "the cross

offers a theology of suffering to explain why the Christian
suffers even though he is in Christ."1 Rene Padilla
confirms that "Christianity without the message of 'the
crucified Messiah at the center'
triumphalistic."2

. . . becomes

The missionary must use his resources to

help the evangelized comprehend this new conception of
suffering.

The Stages of Life and
the Rites of Passage
According to Malagasy traditional beliefs, life is
comprised of four distinct stages, each with its own value
and clearly defined role: infancy, youth, adulthood, and
ancestorhood.

In fact, in Malagasy culture, there are four

main rites of transition associated with these four stages—
birth, circumcision, marriage, and death.

The book Taboo: A

Study of Malagasy Customs and Beliefs by Jorgen Ruud is
unique in its treatment and analysis of the Malagasy beliefs
and practices and was integral in the current work.

1Ibid., 304.

MI:

2Rene Padilla, Mission Between the Times (Grand Rapids,
Eerdmans, 1986), 9.
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Birth Rites
For the Malagasy people, having a baby is a sign of the
ancestor's blessing.

They believe that a baby in a mother's

womb is from her ancestors.

They see a link between the

ancestors, the mother, and the child.

According to Ruud,

Malagasy say that "ancestors have made her pregnant" (Ny
razana mampitoe-jaza ahy) .

In addition, for the Sakalava

tribe, pregnancy is called "the ancestors continuation" (ny
fitohy raza) .1
The physical representation of this link between the
ancestors and the baby is represented by the traditional
blessing ritual.

The pregnant woman and her parents go to

the river in the morning.

After a bath in the river the

woman puts on clean clothes, and the rituals end with the
act of blessing (tsiodrano or tsodrano) in which "parents
fill their mouths with honey-liquor mixed with water and
spit it over their pregnant daughter, expressing good
wishes."2

This water-spitting (tsiodrano or tsodrano) is

the traditional act of blessing for Malagasy people.
When the child is born, visitors must not say that the

1Ruud, 248.
2Ibid., 248, 249.
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child is well-shaped or beautiful, because this would make
the dead jealous.

Instead, they must say that he is feeble,

ugly, or a rat, or dung.

And if the baby is big and fat, it

must be called the little skinny one.1 This contrast is
repeated many times in Malagasy culture.

Circumcision Rites
The transition rite from infancy to youth is
circumcision.

This ritual occurs at age two in most tribes,

except the Antambahoaka.

Circumcision is "an order from the

ancestors (didin-drazana)"2 and is necessary for the boy to
join the community of men.
In Merina
In most tribes, the circumcision ritual is similar.
The Merina tribal ritual is typical.

In a Merina village,

there is one man who performs circumcisions; he is called
the Father of the Children (Rain-jaza).

Only members of the

family attend the ceremony, which is held when the boy is
two years old.

The purpose of the ceremony is to bless, not

only the child who is to be circumcised, but also the whole
community.

1Ibid., 252-253.
2Ibid., 254.
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The tsodrano (blessing) that comes from the ancestors
and from God is transmitted by the intermediary, the elders.
"This blessing is taken as 'gift of vitality' in the course
of the circumcision ritual: it encompasses fertility—that is
to say, the power to produce in abundance children, cattle,
and rice, strength, health, wealth, and good fortune."1
In Antamba.hoa.ka
On the other hand, the Antambahoaka people of southeast
Madagascar celebrate the ritual of collective circumcision
(the Sambatra), which lasts four weeks every seven years.
Jeannot Randroso describes this event as follows:
In the beginning, the Ombiasy or the Mpanandro—diviners
or astrologers must first get rid of the bad spirits in
the whole city. Then the mother prepares a red garment
for the small boy and the mat on which he will have the
operation. Women spend the whole evening before the
operation praying, while the young people draw water
which will be used to wash the wound of the circumcised.
On their return, a show of battle takes place with people
of the village who try to spill their water bottles.
Afterwards, everyone joins in a joyous procession
accompanied by dance and music. The mother's brother
carries his nephew on his back while dancing; the nephew
wears his red garment and a red hat. The women wear
their traditional lamba (a special silk scarf) with their
hair braided carefully, surmounted by hats of raffia (a
local plant). The Ampanjaka (king of the village) then
pours on the boy some sacred water as a blessing. This
last sacred ceremony of the Sambatra takes place in the
1Maurice Bloch, "Eating Young Men among the
Zafimaniry," in Ancestors, Power and History in Madagascar,
ed. Karen Middleton (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 176.
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Tranche, the dwelling house of the Ampanjaka.1

Marriage Rites*
2
In Madagascar, traditional marriage is legal and is so
recognized by the government.

If the engaged couple agree

and decide "to found a home" (manorina tokantrano), they ask
for the blessings of their parents, which take place at the
house of the girl's parents.

Rituals are performed

according to specific rules that define the art of
requesting a girl for marriage in order to give honor to her
parents:
1. Manatitra fanala henatra, which is "to bring a gift
to remove any shame."
2. Mangataka namana ho an-drazazalahy, which is "to ask
for a friend for the young boy."
3. Manatitra "vodiondry" ho an'ny nahitana masoandro,
which is "to bring a symbolic dowry for those from whom the
children saw the sun" (i.e., the parents who gave birth to
the children).

xJeannot Randroso, "SAMBATRA: Circoncision Collective
Antambahoaka," May 2005, http://www.madamaki.com/
SAMBATRA.htm (2 June 2005), translation mine.
2For more details on this subject see Maurice Bloch,
Placing the Dead: Tombs, Ancestral Villages, and Kinship
Organization in Madagascar (New York: Seminar Press, 1971),
175-205.
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This ceremony marks the signing of the marriage
contract between the two families.

To appear in public as

husband and wife without discharging the vodiondry (symbolic
dowry system) is a shame in Malagasy society.
The ceremony of the vodiondry continues with a speech
(kabary) between the representatives of the two families.
This is a competition in which the mpikabary (spokesmen) try
to tempt the audience with highly selected words and
phrases, avoiding aggressive wordings.
A meal is served on a fandambanana (weaved mat on the
ground), a particular Malagasy table, and in a plate made of
clay for the newlyweds.

The significance is "to wish the

couple long life on earth and it is also a way to caution
them on the fragility of the wedding bond."1 They will be
given only one spoon made of black horn, indicating that
from now on, the two become one.
symbolizes long life.

The black color also

It will be noted, finally, that the

menu includes a mixture of rice with milk and honey.

■
‘'Collected by Jeannot Randroso, "Malagasy Marriages,"
in Malagasy Customs, October 2004, http://razafimalala
.free.fr/Fomba/fanambadiana.htm (24 November 2004).
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Funeral Rites1
When a member of the family dies, there are also
ceremonies to perform.
body.

First of all, the relatives wash the

Then the wake (fiandrasam-paty) begins, which lasts

day and night until the burial, to keep witches and spirits
away.

Everybody is expected to cry as a sign of compassion

for and sympathy with those who have this "heavy burden to
carry"2 (fiaraha-mitondra izay mavesatra) .
Usually, the deceased is wrapped with a lamba mena (red
cloth).

This hand-woven textile is a sign of authority.

Wrapping the deceased or the coffin in a lamba mena
demonstrates respect for the dead and is necessary for their
life in the afterworld.3
When the corpse is moved out of the house, it must be
carried out feet first.

Some tribes such as the Tanala, the

Betsimisaraka, and the Antaisaka have a special door on the
eastern wall, which is used only when carrying corpses out

1For a treatment of this uniqueness, see John Mack,
Madagascar, Island of the Ancestors (London: British Museum
Publications, 1986), 67-76.
2Ruud, 147.
About the importance of clothes see Mike P. Pearson,
"Tombs and Monumentality in Southern Madagascar:
Preliminary Results of Central Androy Survey," Antiquity 66
(1992): 941-948.
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of the house.

Those bearing the corpse to the grave must

also avoid going straight forward (mivantana). Instead, they
must zigzag because to walk straight forward would mean that
death would do the same, and thus find the short route to
the living.1
When they arrive at the grave, an additional ritual is
performed.

A sacrifice is offered to introduce the new one

to the dead, so that he may be received.2 While returning
home, the family must be very careful not to look back,
because this will encourage the spirit of the deceased to
accompany them on their way to the village.

In addition, as

I recall after my brother's death, a fire is placed at the
doorstep of the family's home.

Before entering the house,

each household member who was present at the funeral must
step over the fire in order to prevent the spirit of the
dead from entering the house.
After the burial, the family goes to a living river
where they can be cleansed from the impurity of death.
act is one which follows contact with the potentially
polluting materials associated with the dead."3

1Ruud, 155.
2Ibid., 156.
3Mack, Madagascar, Island of the Ancestors, 68.

"The
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Beyond these common funeral rites, several tribes have
periodic ceremonies that reconnect the living with the dead.
In the Mahafaly and Antandroy groups, the coffin is
violently shaken in all directions by some men while the
women beat their hands.

The sacrifice of zebus accompanies

the ceremony, the number depending on the wealth of the
deceased.1 The tomb will be decorated with horns of zebus
sacrificed.
It is necessary to note that for the Betsileo, a week
after the burial a chief of the family returns to the tomb,
asking the dead to remain quiet and not to return to the
village and worry the people there.
Throughout Madagascar, tribes have elaborate and
expensive rites for reconnecting with the dead.

The next

subsections describe three important rituals practiced by
specific tribes.

1Maurice Bloch, "Tombs and Conservatism among the
Merina of Madagascar," Man: The Journal of the Royal
Anthropological Institute 4, no. 1 (1968): 94-104.
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Famadihana among the Merina
And the Betsileo

Among the Merina and Betsileo peoples of the central
highlands, an important custom is that of famadihana1—
"transferring the dead" or "turning over the dead."

Maurice

Bloch has written:
The famadihanas are performed to make the dead happy,
. . . that a famadihana was held after a dead relative
had appeared in a dream to one of the initiators and had
actually asked for a famadihana, either because he was
buried away from the ancestral tomb and wanted to return
or simply because he was cold.*
2
Thus, the famadihana reaffirms the link between the living
and the dead in the Malagasy traditional religion, and is a
means by which Malagasy honor their ancestors as well as a
means of avoiding guilt or blame.
A famadihana is expensive because it is necessary to
offer three days of feasts for all family members and the
inhabitants of the village.

The festivities are made up of

songs and dances, along with the sacrifice of a zebu.

For

the people, this is a time of communion with the razana
(ancestors).

Although the famadihana does not occur outside

the central highlands, the idea of the dead as beings to be

xFor a fuller treatment of this uniqueness, see Bloch,
Placing the Dead, 145-171.
2Ibid., 162.
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respected is universal in Madagascar.1

Fitaapoiia in Sakalava 2

The Fitampoha of Sakalava, celebrated every five years,
is dedicated to the ancestors but also has political
meaning.

Thousands of Sakalava people come from around the

whole country in order to participate in this rite.

With

the Fitampoha, Sakalava people have the opportunity to
express their attachment to their traditions and especially
with their king.

Moreover, by attending the ceremony they

expect some of the blessings granted during this rite as a
reward for the good services they have done for the royal
family.3

./‘■"Traditional Beliefs and Religion," in Library of
Congress Country Studies, August 1994, http://lcweb2.loc
.gov/cgibin/query/r?frd/cstdy:0field (DOCID+mg0028)
(12 August 2004) .
2For an in-depth and detailed description of the
Fitampoha, see Suzanne Chazan-Gillic, "Le fitampoha de 1968
ou l'efficacite symbolique du mythe de la royaute sakalava
dans l'actualite politique and economique malgache," in Les
souverains de Madagascar: L'histoire royale et ses
resurgences contemporaines, ed. Francoise Raison-Jourde
(Paris: Karthala, 1983), 451-476.
3Harinia C. Rabenilaina, "The Tsingy of Belo on
Tsiribihina and The Royal Bath: In Madagascar," Escape from
America Magazine 5, no. 11 (2003), available http://www
escapeartist.com/efam/52/Travel_Madagascar.htm (12 August
2004) .
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The ceremony of the Fitampoha lasts one week, except on
the days of fady or taboo—Mondays and Wednesdays.

The

ceremony, mainly for the bath of the royal relics, is
followed by songs, folk dances, and sacrifices of zebus. The
first day of the Fitampoha, the relics are taken off to the
royal tomb.

They are then placed for the week under a

special tent on the bank of the river of Tsiribihina.
procession occurs on the seventh day.

The

Nine people are

chosen to transport and bathe the royal relics to the beat
of the Hazolahy (drums) and the sounds of the Antsiva (an
instrument in the category of the aerophone). After the
bath, the relics are exposed to the air to dry.

In the

evening, a great festival is organized before the relics are
returned to the tomb.

Tsatiga Tsaina in Antakarana 1

The people of the northern island celebrate the Tsangatsaina every five years.
Antakarana.

It is the greatest festival of

Michael Lambek and Andrews Walsh state that

"the ceremonial cycle reproduces the chronotope, at once a
sacred geography and a sacred history.

In the year prior to

1See Michael Lambek and Andrew Walsh, "The Imagined
Community of the Antankarana: Identity, History, and
Ritual, in Northern Madagascar", in Ancestors, Power and
History in Madagascar, ed. Karen Middleton (Leiden: Brill,
1999), 158-170.
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the mast-raising the king must retrace the travels of his
ancestors/predecessors and visit their tombs in order to
inform them of the upcoming event and ask for their
blessing."1
It consists in expressing their attachment to their
traditions and especially to their king.

The Tsanga-tsaina,

meaning the "mast-raising," is also a time to remember the
essential values of the Antakarana, to strengthen their
historical unity, and to request the ancestor's blessing.
This collective festival is animated by dance and folk
songs, accompanied by prayers and sacrifices.
The ceremony of the Tsanga-tsaina proceeds in four
stages: Pilgrimage on the Mitsio Island and in the sacred
caves of Ankarana, choice and shaping of the wood used to
build the royal pole, and finally the ceremony ends with the
raising of the national flag with crescent and red stars,
which are the symbols of the king.

Implications for Mission
The Meaning of Life
In the traditional Malagasy belief system, the world of
ancestors is part of what is called "life."

1Lambek and Walsh, 158.

Malagasy people

85
call it fiainan-tsihita (unseen life).

Meaning in being
Traditional Malagasy theology defines humans by
describing their different components.

The Malagasy people

believe that humans are made up of two components—a spirit
that eventually goes to heaven or to a special place called
Ambondrombe or somewhere, and a body that belongs to the
material world.
Malagasy people have different concepts of spirit or
soul.

Among them is fanahy, which is a kind of essence

determining individual character and behavior in a moral
way.

In that case, a person can be a good or a bad man or

woman (good fanahy or bad fanahy) .
Another concept is ambiroa, the soul of the person
after death.

This word is used to indicate the gathering of

several spirits or souls of ancestors.

Thus, the ambiroa is

believed to be omnipresent.
Another concept is lolo, which is considered as the
soul of a person recently dead.

It is believed that when it

feels homesick, the soul appears as a moth or a butterfly
and comes back to visit the family.
The last concept of soul is angatra, ghosts of the
unknown dead, which are believed to be malevolent and people

are frightened by them at night.
According to these concepts of soul and their effect,
the emphases in the minds of the people are not on the
afterlife or on the experiences of the souls of the dead
either in heaven or hell, but on the relationship of the
dead with the living and their role as bearers of power and
authority.

Meaning in becoming
As previously mentioned, Malagasy society divides the
progression of life into four stages, and marks the
transitions by rituals.

These "life cycle rites" transform

people from one level of identity to another, and in so
doing, give them a growing sense of worth and importance.
From the first, stage, at birth, Malagasy people believe
that an ancestral spirit gives life to the baby. The next
ritual is circumcision.

As Tepilit Ole Saitoti defines it,

"Circumcision means a break between childhood and
adulthood."1 Malagasy people practice circumcision to mark
the beginning of adulthood.

Moreover, an uncircumcised man

1Tepilit Ole Saitoti, The Worlds of a Maasai Warrior
(New York: Random House, 1986), 88.
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will be banished from the clan, will never find a wife, and
then will have no place in the society.
The marriage rite marks the sign of a marriage contract
between the engaged pair and especially between the two
families.

Beyond the regulation of sexual relationships,

Malagasy society uses marriage to establish social groups.
Finally, death rites serve at least two important
functions in Malagasy society.

First, they give meaning to

life by recognizing the challenge of death and by
ritualizing people's response to it.

Thus, Malagasy people

set a special time apart for mourning, demonstrations of
sorrow, and processing of grief.

Second, the function of

death rites is to transform the dead into ancestors and to
assign new roles in the community.

The practice of funeral

anniversary rites demonstrates this second function as the
Malagasy people seek to obtain blessings from the razana
(ancestors) and solicit their help by performing these
rites.

Meaning in belonging
Most of the rites mentioned above clearly show that
Malagasy people see themselves as intimately interconnected
with each other.

Individuals are important only because

they are linked with others in families, in tribes or clans,
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and in communities.

This concept of linkage leads the

Malagasy to have a clear identity and security.

Giving Meaning to Death
First, animistic Malagasy people constantly deal with
the issue of death as it confronts the living.

Second, they

must answer questions facing those left behind: "Why did
this happen to us?" "Who will care for us now that our
relative has died?" "How can we communicate with the dead?"1
On one hand, no Malagasy likes to die.

This is why

people say: "Life is like a sole son" or "It is better to
die tomorrow than today."

On the other hand, by practicing

funeral rites, Malagasy people believe that death is not the
end of everything but just a transition from the living life
to death.

In other words, the Malagasy trust that the dead

are still alive but have just moved to another place.
Despite the sorrow felt at the death of a loved one,
the Malagasy believe that all will go well with those who
are living, since the dead one, who has now become a razana
(ancestor), will assure their protection.

As a result, the

Malagasy answer the question of death by seeking to maintain
close ties between the living and the dead. Therefore, they
are intimately involved in the daily life of the living

1Hiebert, Shaw, and Tienou, 117.
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members.1 This relationship with the ancestors constitutes
the most basic of Malagasy religious beliefs and social
values.

Furthermore, like other living beings, the

ancestors have a specific duty to fulfill: blessing their
children.
In conclusion, for the Malagasy people, death is a
passage to a higher state where the dead become spirits:
fanahy, angatra, lolo, and ambiroa.

During this

transformation, they acquire wisdom and the knowledge which
enables them to guide their relatives and to stand by them.
But if the razana can bless, they can also punish
anyone who does not respect the traditional rules (uses—
fomba, and taboos—fady).

I will discuss this aspect later

in the study.

The Christian Leader's Task
The main task of leaders is to educate members in order
to be transformed from their old worldview into a biblically
shaped worldview.

Christian leaders should give answers to

questions raised by traditional folk religions, answers
rooted in a biblical worldview.

Below are some themes new

members have to deal with.

^Traditional Beliefs and Religion," August 1994.
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The community-centered life
The clan life is the most important entity in Malagasy
society because an individual has meaning only in the
context of a community.
rites of reconnection.

Disparate tribes have similar
The Antandroy people live together

in hamlets and villages and form clans as a social
institution.

In the Sakalava tribe, the ceremony of

Fitampoha gives them the opportunity of getting together.
For the Antankarana, the tsangan-tsaina is an occasion to
strengthen their historical unit.

For the Betsileo and

Merina, famadihana is an opportune moment for all family
members to gather together and know each other.
When faced by the collectivism of the Malagasy, the
Christian leader's task is to redefine Christian community
so that the new member has a new identity created in the
image of God.1 As Leslie Newbigin points out: "The real
point of contact between Christian and non-Christian is not
in the religion of the non-Christian, but in his humanity."2
The new convert is now in Christ who is a Teacher, a Lord

1Hiebert, Shaw, and Tienou, 122.
2Lesslie Newbigin, One Body, One Gospel, One World
(London and New York: International Missionary Council,
1958), 65.
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and Savior.

Therefore, he has a new status as son or

daughter of God.
In addition, the new converts now belong to a new
family, a new community—the church.

It is a new "community

of the Spirit—a gathering in which God is at work {Phil
lrl-ll)."1 Consequently, the church is not the gathering of
members who have the same interests.

Hauerwas and Willimon

state:
Christian community . . . is not primarily about
togetherness.
It is about the way of Jesus Christ with
those whom He calls to Himself. It is about disciplining
our wants and needs in congruence with a true story,
which gives us the resources to lead truthful lives. In
living out the story together, togetherness happens, but
only as a by-product of the main project of trying to be
faithful to Jesus.2
In fact, members must learn to live together in harmony, and
dedicate themselves to one another's well being (Acts 2:42).

The worship of ancestors
Malagasy people regard the dead with awe and reverence,
and give the afterlife as much importance as the present.
Therefore, the dead play a role in the life of the living.
To deal with this problem, Christian leaders first need to
answer the question from a biblical perspective of death.

1Hiebert, Shaw, and Tienou, 125.
2Stanley Hauerwas and W. H. Willimon, Resident Aliens
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1989), 78.
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Accordingly, when someone dies, the whole person dies.
Consequently, there is no part that exists in some other
form of being (Ps 146:4; Eccl 9:5; 12:7).

The ultimate

hope of Christians is the resurrection by Jesus (1 Thess
4:13-18) .
Second, leaders must explain the difference between
respect for ancestors and worship of ancestors.

In the

Malagasy context, it is crucial that this difference be
well understood.

To do so, the community and the leaders

should strive for a debate and work at a discussion on how
to respect the ancestors without worshiping them.
some suggestions to deal with this problem.

Note

First of all,

since Christians do not believe that the dead have power to
bless or harm, there will be no prayers for the salvation
of the dead.

Second, Christians can and must celebrate the

heritage and memory of ancestors.

Third, they also can

praise God for the influence of those who have lived godly
lives, giving thanks for the faithful who have departed
(Heb 11; 12:1-2). Christians must honor their parents and
praise them, even when they are dead. But there definitely
should not be prayers to the dead (Lev 19:31-32).

At the

time of the funeral the cult also is essential in Malagasy
process for celebrating death and grieving.
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The power of spirits
Animistic beliefs suggest that people possess immortal
souls.

At death, the soul is free to wander near the

grave, travel the earth, or enter the world of the spirits.
In the Malagasy culture, the soul—the fanahy, the ambiroa,
the lolo, and the angatra—are present in the daily lives of
the living.

The exacting rituals of burial and cleansing

among the Malagasy also give evidence of this belief.
Again, the Bible provides an answer to this concept.
Indeed, the Bible defines the term "soul" as the human body—
the organism, the mind, and the spirit.

The word translated

"soul" in Gen 2:7 refers to the organism as a whole, not to
some part of it. The soul is not something that can be
separated from the person.

It is the person in.its

entirety.1 Thus, at death, the existence of these three
entities, which form a whole, comes to an end (Ezek 18:20).
The evangelist also needs to provide clear teaching on
fallen angels and their power to deceive.

The witch of

Endor described in 1 Sam 28:3-25 is a good example.

The

Philistines were gathered to battle King Saul's army and the
frightened king knew he could not win but hoped he could

1Richard Rice, Reign of God: An Introduction to
Christian Theology from a Seventh-day Adventist Perspective
(Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews University Press, 1997), 121.
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find help.

There had been a time when God had guided him,

but now he had sinned against God so he could not expect a
blessing from that source.

In desperation, Saul turned to

the witch at Endor to contact the dead Samuel for advice.
Because Samuel was dead and could not actually respond to
the witch, evil spirits (fallen angels) impersonated him
giving the witch the information she needed to convince Saul
she had really seen and spoken to Samuel.

She told Saul his

army would indeed lose the battle the next day and he and
his army would be killed.

The battle occurred a few days

later and Saul and three of his sons were killed (including
David's close friend, Jonathan).

Evil spirits, the fallen

angels, are working with Satan to continue the lie.

Satan

told Eve in the garden: "Thou shalt not surely die" (Gen
2:17).

Mediums claim they receive information from those

who have died, but God's Word assures us that the "dead know
not anything" (Eccl 9:5, 10).

Spirits desire to deceive

Christians (2 Cor 11:14) to the point of receiving worship
from them (1 Cor 10:20) and therefore must be firmly
resisted (Eph 6:12-18; Jas 4:7; 1 Pet 5:8).
To deal with the concept of reincarnation, the Bible
informs us that the body (the physical organism) is a
constitutive aspect of human existence: "And the Lord God
formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his
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nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being"
(Gen 2:7).

Moreover, the Scripture is clear that "it is

appointed for men to die once, but after this the judgment"
(Heb 9:27).

There is, therefore, no scriptural allowance

for anyone to be reborn into another earthly existence.
To conclude, the new believers must have a new view of
death.

It is normal if they feel frightened by death

because it is an enemy (1 Cor 15:26).

However, it is a

conquered enemy, its power over us is broken by Christ's
victory, and it will ultimately come to an end (1 Cor 15:26,
54-55; Rev 20:14).

For this reason Christians "can be

hopeful, even confident, in the face of death"1

Malagasy Practices for Gaining a Good Life
and Dealing with Misfortune
Ways Malagasy Seek to Ensure a Good Life
Blessing for Marriage
During the ceremonial marriage, the ancestors of the
family are called on by a priest, so that they can be
present as witnesses and have their share in the sacrificial
meal.

Mostly, they are implored to give happiness,

blessings, children, and riches to the couple. The priest

1Ibid., 154.
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uses grand expressions when mentioning the ancestors' fame.
"Ye have given birth to us; ye have struggled and worked
hard for us.

Ye are the ones to be thanked for this great

gathering assembled here to-day, and for our health and
prosperity.ul
Next, the priest speaks to the evil powers and the
people of evil spirit.

He makes an exorcism and shouts:

"Make all that is bitter and evil to die, to be powerless.
Destroy the witches whether they be in the North or in the
South, the East or the West, let Zanahary's [God the
Creator] eye see them (destroy them) and kill them wherever
they go, and also those who do not love their neighbor."1
2
The blessing and the exorcism work toward the same goal of
laying a foundation for the couple.
Blessing for Building Houses
and Villages
In order to obtain the ancestors' permission to build a
house or a village, an animal must be sacrificed.
be a chicken, a sheep, or an ox.

This can

This sacrificial custom is

called "the gift of the new village or house" (asanda ny
tanana na trano vaovao) .

1Ruud, 225.
2Ibid.

The word which is used for gift,
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"asanda," in the active form means "to give into the
bargain," in order to obtain something special.

Ruud states

that "the real meaning in this ritual is that the animal is
the substitute for a man, and that through the sacrifice,
death will be taken away as much as possible from the
village or the house."

The fixed principle is as follows:

"One life is taken instead of another one and compensates
for it."1
This well-established custom becomes problematic for
the Christian Adventist.

My own family struggled with it

when we built our first house.

The appointed workers

refused to start laying the foundation of the house without
performing the appropriate ceremonials in order to obtain
permission from the ancestors.

Our solution was to allow

the workmen to perform the ceremony in our absence.
There are certain rules that must be followed when a
new house is going to be built.

People do not install the

foundations of a house on a day which has the same destiny2
as the owner's birthday, because they will not be able to
stand the power of the house.

In addition, a house must not

1Ibid., 121.
2The concept of destiny is described in detail in the
next section.
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be built at a lower level with respect to the tomb of the
family, because in that case, the living will be easily
reached by the spirits of the dead.

Blessing for Building Tombs
Malagasy people spend a lot of their fortune to build a
tomb.

However, they do not consider it a burden, because

they are confident that they will have their reward through
blessings and prosperity in the future.
requirements should be followed.

Some taboos and

For instance, the digging

of a grave must not be done in daylight, but only in the
evening and the night, so that death will not find the way
to this place.

A tomb must not be built on.dry soil.

This

kind of soil is considered to be hungry soil, and it will
cause the tomb to search for people in order to satisfy its
hunger by consuming the living.

Blessing for Agriculture
Joro orana, Asarabe Alakaosy, or Joro Hasarabe, is a
tradition observed among the peasants of the Sihanaka tribe,
residents near Lake Alaotra.

The ceremony is performed to

gain the gods' and the ancestors' blessing in order to have
a better season of rains, guarantees of a heavy crop.
zebu is sacrificed as an offering (joro).

A

It is an occasion

of collective rejoicings which can last up to three days.
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Ways Malagasy Try to Avoid Misfortune
Malagasy people have several ways to avoid misfortune,
which include knowing the vintana (destiny), respecting the
fady (taboos), following the fomba (habit or custom), having
ody (amulets) on, and consulting the Ombiasy and the
Mpanandro (diviners).

The next subsections describe these

ways.

The Vintana (Destiny)
The vintana (destiny) is a system known all over the
island.

It gives the rhythm to Malagasy's everyday life-

social, cultural, and spiritual.

The significant acts of

life will be influenced by the phases of the stars and,
primarily, of the moon.
of the tribes.

It is more or less the same in all

Vintana is a power which has a strong

influence on many things.1

For example, if a new house or a

new tomb is to be built, it must be done in accordance with
vintana.

In another example, the vintana of a newborn child

depends on the month and the day that it is born.

In fact,

all kinds of important work, such as planting and
harvesting, marriage and burial, must take place on fixed

1For further details see Olivier A. Rasolomalala,
Fanandroana du Chretien pour un Developpement Durable
(Antananarivo, Madagascar: Editions la RN7, 2003), 24-30.
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days since each day has its own vintana.1
Ruud describes the days of the week and their destiny
as follows.*
2
Sunday {Alahady) is a powerful day because it is 'the
oldest one of the days.'
It has more authority and power
than any of the other days.
Monday (Alatsinainy) is a day of weeping and sorrow, a
proper day for burials. The one who has just passed away
is handed over (famoizana) on this day, when the
relatives part with him. It is also the right day for
purification ceremonies, which naturally take place after
burials.
Tuesday (Talata) is a 'light' and good day (andro
tsara). Its destiny is good. It is pierced through
(andro gorobaka), and it is, therefore, easy to work on a
Tuesday.
Wednesday (Alarobia) is an evil day (andro ratsy). It
is not a day for traveling, as one may risk not coming
back.
Thursday (Alakamisy) has a double nature. If taken in
a positive way, it is a good day for weddings, as it will
make the new home prosperous. In the negative way,
Thursday is dangerous, and it is taboo to have burials on
this day.
Friday (Zoma) is the day for burials. It is also the
day of the king and the nobles, a powerful day (andro
mahery).
Saturday (Asabotsy) is characterized as a 'swelling
day.' The functions of this destiny are burials,
mourning ceremonies, and lamentations over the newly
dead.3
Therefore, there are lucky days (andro tsara), which bring
happiness, and unlucky days (andro ratsy), which bring

3Ibid., 26-27.
2For more details see Ruud, 31-38.
3Ibid., 31-35.
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disaster.

For the Malagasy, it is inconceivable to oppose

the power of the vintana.

The Fady (Taboos)1
Another way the Malagasy try to avoid misfortune is by
respecting the fady (taboos).

Fady are varied prohibitions

created according to each person's sex, clan or community,
and according to the place and the period.

For example, a

person may break a community fady by eating a forbidden
food, or a temporal fady by working on a particular day, or
a geographical fady by transporting a prohibited object on a
river.

Breaking a fady is equivalent to being made guilty

towards the ancestors.

The Fomba (Habits or Customs)2
Another way to avoid misfortune is to follow the fomba
(habit or custom).

Malagasy people regulate their life by

following the fomban-drazana, literally the ways of
ancestors, or ancestral practice.

Therefore, to be opposed

to the fomban-drazana would involve a punishment meted out
by the ancestors.

For example, the fomba specifies that

before drinking or dividing a drink during an event, one

xFor a fuller treatment of this uniqueness, see Ruud.
2For more details see Jean-Paul Koenig, Malagasy
Customs and Proverbs (Quebec, Canada: Naaman, 1984).
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should pour out a little alcohol on the ground as an
offering to the ancestors.

The Ody (Amulets)
The use of ody (amulets) is another way to avoid
misfortune.

These ody are composed of various materials

such as pieces of wood, horn of zebu, shells, plants, coins
or pearls.

The holder might be ensured good fortune, or be

able to have a sentimental success, or have protection in
battle.

These capacities are obtained in exchange for

certain sacrifices that the holder must perform.

The Qznbiasy and the Mpanandro (Diviners)
Before carrying out an activity—circumcision, burial,
famadihana, marriage, building a house, etc.—the Malagasy
always consult the ombiasy and the mpanandro (those who
practice the arts of divination, astrology, or healing).

Ways Malagasy Deal with Misfortune
To know how Malagasy people deal with misfortune, a
case of illness will be observed.

The Malagasy share the

common African view that sickness, like all cases of
misfortune, finds its true explanation in mystical cosmic
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reality.1

They want to know the reason and purpose for

everything that happens even though the how is quite
obvious; for it is in the understanding of the why that the
appropriate cure can be prescribed.

The immediate cause of

an illness might be established by ordinary observations,
but the ultimate cause is social or spiritual.2
Social Causes
The social causes of illness in Malagasy culture are
usually attributed to witchcraft or sorcery.

When something

bad happens to them, they do not hesitate to say that
someone did that.

Witchcraft and sorcery are believed to be

capable of causing damage to people, both physically and
mentally.

Spiritual Causes
The spiritual causes of illness in Malagasy people also
are attributed to gods or ancestors.

They consider that

certain disasters such as diseases are the consequences of a
failure to worship the ancestors.

It is justice inflicted

upon those who have violated a fady (taboo), because there

1For more details, see Peri Rasolondraibe, "Healing
Ministry in Madagascar," Word and World: Theology for
Christian Ministry 9 (1989): 344-350.
2For more information about "social agents" and
"spiritual agents" see Ray, 72-73.
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is a strong relationship between fady and ancestors
according to a Malagasy saying.

This is how Jorgen Ruud

expresses the relationship between the fady (taboo) and
razana (ancestors): "The ancestors' power is in the taboos"
{Ny herin-drazana ao anatin'ny fady).

Thus, breaking a fady

is equivalent to offending the ancestors.
Diagnosis
In order to know the root cause of the illness,
diagnosis and prescription of cure are available through
divination by Ombiasy and Mpanandro who combine the
functions of diviners, traditional healers, and astrologers.
They are known to have the ability to come into contact with
the spirits and ancestors who will dictate to them the
methods to be used, in order to cure such and such a
disease.1

Treatment
To cure the illness, two ways are to be considered. One
is the Sakalava's practice of tromba.

The tromba are

spirits of dead kings from the Sakalava tribe.

The Sakalava

people draw- on spirit possession in order to deal with the

1Philip M. Peek, ed., African Divination Systems:
Ways of Knowing (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1991), 54.

105
problems and crises affecting their social, political, and
physical lives.

For them, spirit possession is the means by

which they define and reveal "good news."1
Another way of dealing with misfortune is through
sacrifice.

The Antandroy, people in the south, sacrifice

cows when asking for forgiveness.
proceeds in three stages.

In general, the rite

First, the Antandroy pray to

Zanahary (Creator) and to ancestors to solicit their
blessing.

Then, an ombiasa (healer) calls the ancestors,

and sprays cold water onto the sick person and the people
present.

If the sick person is unable to attend the

ceremony, the Antandroy calls to that person using music
played on a marovany (accordion).

Finally, possessed

individuals (jiny) intervene to ask for pardon and
propitiation (soloho).

This rite is performed because the

illness or the catastrophe is thought to be provoked by the
kokolampo (evil spirits inhabiting caves and certain
trees).2
Regardless of the means for dealing with the
misfortune, results are expected to be immediate.

The

1Eugene Hillman, Toward an African Christianity:
Inculturation Applied (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1993),
50.
2Georges Heurtebize, ed., "Les Anciennes Cultures de
l'Androy Central," Taloha 10 (1986): 171-179.
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Malagasy live in the present.

This lack of a long-term view

sometimes becomes problematic for new converts.

Ways Malagasy Seek Guidance
As we observed, the Malagasy believe that the ancestors
play an important part in their life.

There is also a

constant communication between these two entities through
dreams, possession, and other signs.

An act of divination

is necessary to interpret the meaning of the messages.

The

assistance of the Mpanandro (magic man) and the Ombiasy
(diviner) is solicited.

The Mpanandro has a deep

understanding of vintana, a practice where each day is good
or bad for certain events.

He is very often feared and

treated with the greatest respect by all.
Ombiasy, they have to deal with fate.

As for the

Even fate is

determined by impersonal forces and cannot be changed;
certain aspects can be foretold and avoided, and that is the
role of the Ombiasy.
There are two mystical traditional ways the Malagasy
practice divination.

First is the sikidy, a form of

geomancy that relies on the interpretation of "sixteen
signs," using texts written in Arabic script known as sorabe
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(literally, "great writings").

The second is Fanandroana-1

It is a form of a horoscope which aims at determining the
relation of one's life force opposite the impact of
rohontany (a powerful energy field which regulates all
individual destinies and fortunes).

This form of divination

is held in high esteem by people who need assurance about a
propitious time to do something of importance.

Implications for Mission
Malagasy people use many means to generate well-being
and to avoid misfortune.

To guard against bad events such

as diseases, calamities, evil spirits, and deaths, they
supplicate gods, spirits, and ancestors to obtain their
blessings, and manipulate supernatural powers to gain
protection and prosperity.

These blessings are conferred on

a family when a child is born, when circumcision is
practiced, and when a marriage is arranged.
Misfortune and evil in all its forms— illness, calamity,
drought, accident, etc., are often thought to be caused by
deities, ancestors, spirits, or other humans.

The causes

and corresponding remedies common in folk religion
elaborated by Hiebert seem to be a coherent presentation of

1For further details on Fanandroana, see Rasolomalala,
21-45.
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the Malagasyway to deal with misfortune. These are listed in
tables 2 and 3.
In fact, Malagasy religious practices dealing with
misfortunes can be understood in the light of this formula:
once a misfortune has been noted, a belief system is chosen
to explain the misfortune and to select a remedy.
Through their traditional religions, Malagasy people
seek hidden knowledge from gods, spirits, ancestors, and
other beings, which are believed to know the unknown through
divination.

One of the methods of divination is necromancy.

Like many African religions, necromancy is common in
Madagascar.

Dada Adelawo writes:

The Yoruba and the Africans at large believe that their
deceased ones, particularly those who died at a ripe age,
can be seen in dreams and trances, and that they can
vouchsafe information or explanation or issue
instructions on any issues or problems about which the
family is in a serious dilemma. They can also relay
messages through other persons or through certain cults
to their kith and kin on earth. Along the road, in
streets and in solitude or during the dead of night, it
is believed that the deceased can appear to a person
either to issue guidance, instruction, aid or solution or
to molest.1
Always in contact with the ancestors, diviners are engaged
by the Malagasy people to guide them as communicators
between humanity and the spirit world.

1Dada E. Adelawo, "Divination as an Aspect of Healing
Processes in the Major Religions of Nigeria" African
Theological Journal 16 (1987):79.
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Another method is spirit possession, which is used
because of the rewards it is thought to bring.

In the

Sakalava tribe, possession bridges the gulf between humans
and their ancestor kings, giving humans a deep sense of
their presence.

The medium, usually a woman, while under

possession forecasts the future.

In fact, the spirit enters

the medium, eliminates the spirit of that person, and uses
her organs to communicate to people.

After a spirit

possession, the medium's own conscience comes back to her.
But her possession episode makes her a diviner.
These forms of divination are believed to help in
determining whether a sickness is caused b y •witchcraft, by
tsiny, or by tody.

Divination is also used to gain

information about possible disaster in order to avoid harm.
By using astrology, Malagasy believe that the placement of
heavenly planets influences human destinies.

For instance,

to undertake the construction of a house or to set the date
of a marriage, these plus many other questions will be
answered using the vintana operated by diviners.

In

conclusion, according to Malagasy beliefs, divination is
used to diagnose causes of misfortune, disease, and death.
It is also used to determine courses of action, and to avoid
danger as well.
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Table 2. Organic Causes and Remedies
for Misfortune
Causes

Remedies

Sin against gods, spirits,
society, nature, oneself

Sacrifices and offerings

Evil spirits

Placation with offerings

Witchcraft and sorcery

Witch doctors, counter
witchcraft

Evil eye, evil mouth, and evil
touch

Avoidance and protective
amulets

Soul loss

Recovery of the soul

Spirit intrusion

Exorcism

Ancestors

Placation of the
ancestors

Source: Paul G. Hiebert, Daniel R. Shaw, and Tite Tienou,
Understanding Folk Religion (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2003),
45.

The Christian Leaders' Tasks
Malagasy people are animist.

Around 50 percent follow

traditional religions; even though 41 percent are
Christians and 7 percent Muslims, both groups still carry
out traditional practices.

This situation calls for a

definition of animism and its function.
First, Edward Tylor, who is considered the father of
the discipline of Anthropology, wrote, "Animism, in its full
development, includes the belief in souls and in a

Ill
Table 3. Mechanical Causes and Remedies
for Misfortune
Causes

Remedies

Fate

Cautious living

Astrology

Live by the stars

Bad luck

Witch doctors, counter
witchcraft

Magic

Counter magic

Pollution

Purification

Violation of a taboo

Restitution and
cleansing

Object intrusion

Object removal

Biological and physical disorder

Herbs, medicines, and
surgery

Source: Paul G. Hiebert, Daniel R. Shaw, and Tite Tienou,
Understanding Folk Religion (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2003),
156.

future state in controlling deities and subordinate
spirits . . . resulting in some kind of active worship."1
These spirits include both those of living ancestors who
are ''capable of continued existence" after death and "other
spirits, upward to the rank of powerful deities."2
Second, Van Rheenen points out that "the essence of

1Edward Tylor, Primitive Culture, 2d ed.
Murray, 1970), 11.

2Ibid., 10.

(London: John
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animism is power—power of the ancestor to control those of
his lineage, the power of an evil eye to kill a newborn or
ruin a harvest, the power of planets to affect earthly
destiny, the power of the demonic to possess a spirit, the
power of magic to control human events, and the power of
impersonal forces to heal a child or make a person
wealthy."1 Third, Rheenen adds that the two primary
functions of animism are "to determine future action" and
"to manipulate spiritual beings and forces to do his will."2
From these three definitions, we can learn that in
order to deal with animism, four things must be cleared—the
perception of God in animism, the focus on the present, the
focus on power, and the fear which plays a major role in
its life.

In the following paragraphs, I will address

these four elements in the context of Malagasy beliefs.
The Perception of God in Animism
Most animistic religions recognize one Supreme Being,
such as God or Creator.
distant and inaccessible.

However, this Being is often
Therefore, human beings must

find intermediates or visible entities, which have a direct

1Van Rheenen, 21.
2Ibid., 22.
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contact with them.

As for the Malagasy people, they also

accept the existence of a supreme God, called Zanahary
(Creator) or Andriamanitra (Sweet or Fragrant Lord), and
they accept the ancestors, certain trees, rocks, or rivers
as intermediaries between God and themselves.
A biblical response to this issue is a Trinitarian
view of God, showing animistic believers a different
approach to the character of God.

Hiebert, in addressing

this Trinitarian concept of God, points out that God the
Father is the Provider and the Creator.

He "maintains

creation" and "superintends all history."

Furthermore,

God's providence constitutes an affirmation of His love for
all people.

Hiebert adds, "It is important to stress the

fact that God does answer the prayers of his people for
their ultimate needs.

He does heal, provide, and deliver.

At times, however, he uses sickness, suffering, and trials
for their good (Rom 8:28) ."1
In addition, the Trinitarian view of God insists on
the persona and work of Christ.

He is God "present with

us," He won the "victory of the cross," He "sustains us in
trials," and He is "our exemplar in life."

The experience

of the living Christ in us and His presence with us affirm

1Hiebert, Shaw, and Tienou, 162-163.
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that God is indeed close to us.

On this, Hiebert writes:

"As humans, we live in a world suffering the consequences
of the fall.

Plagues, famines, wars, and sickness are part

of.human experience (Rom 8:19-23).

The good news is that

in all of these experiences, Christ is with us (Matt
28:7)."1
Likewise, the role of the Holy Spirit in the
Trinitarian view of God demonstrates God's love and
closeness to us.

He has the power to "work in us, give us

victory, and empower us."2

It is important to notice that

the whole work of God featured by the activities of the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit concerns our immediate and
large well-being.

The God of the Bible is a person

omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent who governs the
universe (Col 1:16-17) .

He is not distant from man, but is

constantly trying to persuade people to receive His gift of
grace and forgiveness through Jesus Christ.

Focus on the Present
The Malagasy primary concern is with the here and now.
This is shown when misfortune occurs.

1Ibid.
2Ibid.

The Malagasy seek to
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know the root cause of such misfortune and seek an
immediate cure.
In this case, it is important that the new members
understand the concept of shalom.

Hiebert translates

shalom as "completeness, soundness, peace, well-being,
health, prosperity, and salvation."1

From these

definitions, the following conclusions may be mentioned.
First of all, shalom brings salvation to the whole
humanity—body, mind, and spirit.

Second, shalom brings

deliverance which in return brings peace to the spirit.
Third, shalom contains provision which brings peace to the
troubled mind.
eternity.

Fourth, shalom includes the present and

In addition, as Fountain confirms: "God's plan

for the world is this: that all persons everywhere, in
every nation, know God's saving health and be delivered
from disobedience, disruption, despair, disease and all
that would destroy our wholeness."2

The biblical meaning of

shalom suggests that people have a harmonious relationship
with God, with themselves, and with the creation.

1Hiebert, Shaw, and Tienou, 164. For more details of
shalom see Jacques B. Doukhan, "Shalom: The Hebrew View of
Peace," Shahbat Shalom 48 no. 1 (2001): 12-14.
2Daniel E. Fountain, Health, the Bible and the Church
(Wheaton, II: The Billy Graham Center, 1989), 221.
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Focus on Power
Malagasy people view themselves as constantly
struggling against spirits, witchcraft, sorcery, and
supernatural forces.

Everything that happens, especially

misfortunes, can be explained by powers at war.
Accordingly, the people's goal is to attain power to
control the forces around them.
First of all, new converts must be taught that God is
all-powerful.

God is El Shaddai, "God Almighty" (Gen

17:1), who created and sustains all things by His power,
defeats the principalities and powers by the sacrifice of
His Son Jesus, and brings all things into subjection to
Himself.1

It is important for people to understand that, as

believers, they can walk humbly and trustfully with their
God.

They should know and accept that no matter what the

circumstances are, God is still in control of their life.
Having been saved by faith, they now live by faith
(Gal 2:20; Eph 4:17-24; Col 1:11-13; Heb 11:6).

Jesus

Christ has triumphed over all the unseen powers of evil and
through Him, believers too can triumph (Eph 1:19-21; 2:6;
Col 2:8-10; 3:1-3).

The exodus narrative testifies that

God acts as Creator and Liberator (Deut 16:7-8).

1Hiebert, Shaw, and Tienou, 374.
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Second, new members must understand that God's power
is manifest in divine relationships.

After Adam and Eve

committed the first sin, rather than punishing them, God
searched for them, calling "Where are you?"

God, with His

love, holiness, and faithfulness, calls fallen humankind
back to Himself.

God sees humans lost, listens to His

people, feels their pain, and compassionately responds.
Along with a message of liberation from the dangers of
spirit powers through Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, who
lives within believers, is able to protect and deliver.
Third, new believers must accept that sometimes God's
power is demonstrated in weakness.

For example, Joseph was

sold into captivity by his brothers, but he testified to
them that they "intended to harm" him, but "God intended it
for good" (Gen 45:6-7; 50:20) .

Likewise, Paul had a thorn

in his flesh and prayed that it would be removed.

God

allowed the thorn to remain so Paul could say that "when I
am weak, then I am strong" (2 Cor 12:1-10).

Although here

and now God's children struggle, suffer, hunger, thirst, and
even die, they have an assured inheritance of eternal life
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in God's presence where they shall rest, worship, adore, and
enjoy God forever.1
Christian leaders also must teach a theology of
suffering and death.

As people live in the present evil

age where Satan still causes great suffering, the
consequences of sin such as sickness, suffering, and death
cannot be separated from people even among the believers.
In considering suffering, two things deserve to be noticed.
First, God can use suffering for our benefit.

The Bible

says in Rom 8:28: "And we know that all things work
together for good to those who love God, to those who are
called according to his purpose" (NKJV).
things" includes suffering and death.

Here, "all

Second, through

suffering, Christians participate in the suffering of
Christ, "and the fellowship of His sufferings, being
conformed to His death" (Phil 3:10).
Fear Plays a Major Role
The Malagasy's life is directed by fear.
two reasons for this.

There are

First, since taboos play such an

important part in Malagasy life, one is never really sure

^'Mini-Consultation on Reaching Traditional
Religionists," under the chairmanship of Tite Tienou in
Lusanne 0 Lausanne Occasional Paper no. 18: Christian
Witness to People of African Traditional Religions (1980).
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if a taboo has been broken and the gods, the spirits, or
the ancestors have been angered and may inflict horrific
punishments.

A second reason for fear is the fact that

there is always the possibility of someone attacking
through the use of witchcraft, sorcery, and curses.
As a solution to fear, new believers must rely on God
and pay homage to Him.

By putting their trust in God, they

transform their mind, and as a result, their life in Christ
frees them from the life of fear as they become free for a
life of joyful obedience.

Furthermore, although it is true

that evil spirits exist, Christ has triumphed and still
triumphs over them.

God's Word says, Christ "disarmed

principalities and powers, He made a public spectacle of
them, triumphing over them in it" (Col 2:15).
Understanding who we are also overcomes fear because
we are now in a new family—a royal family (John 1:12; Gal
3:26; Eph 1:5), adopted, given the Holy Spirit (Eph 6:13;
Jas 4:7; 1 Pet 5:9), loved (Rom 8:39), protected by our
elder brother Jesus Christ (Mark 3:27; Col 1:13-14; 2:15;
Heb 2:14-15; 1 John 3:8).
Then, we must teach new believers the saving and the
healing power of Christ.

We find Jesus healing the mother-

in-law of Peter from a high fever (Matt 8:14-15); He cured a
man with leprosy by saying: "Be clean" (Mark 1:40-44); He
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healed (forgave) a paralytic by saying: "Friend, your sins
are forgiven" (Luke 5:20) and by adding: "I tell you, get
up, take your mat and go home" (5:24).

Jesus came to bring

all people peace by healing them of the condemnation of
death that comes with their sin, providing forgiveness that
can bring peace.

Jesus did not come to heal every physical

illness that we will experience, though He can if it serves
God's willful purpose.

Instead, Jesus came to save us from

a far more insidious sickness that threatens to kill us for
eternity. It is through Jesus that people can find
forgiveness and healing.
Additionally, God's power also works through His
angels who are sent forth to minister to the needs of His
people (Heb 1:14) .

In the Bible, angels are under God's

service and perform powerful tasks for the believers.

The

angels' first task is to communicate God's messages to the
believers.

For instance, Samson's mother heard from an

angel that she would have a son (Judg 13:3-5).
The second task of angels is to protect believers
against evil and enemies.

Daniel was cast into a den of

lions because of his faithfulness in his prayer life.

An

angel of God came and shut the lions' mouths (Dan 6:19-22).
The angels' third task is to minister to God's people.
In Acts 5:19, an angel opened the doors of the jail and
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brought Peter and the other apostles out.

Therefore,

angels have powers to perform works for God that are beyond
the ability of humans.
In addition, because God's angels come as a result of
prayer and belief in God, believers should have confidence
that if what they are asking for is the right thing for
them, it will happen in the right way at the right time.
Besides, God continues to live in this world and dwells
in His people by the indwelling Holy Spirit.*
1 The Spirit is
available as Teacher and Guide.

As a result, the believer

becomes capable of either good or evil (1 Cor 6:18-20).
Paul wrote to the Ephesians that the Holy Spirit is given to
each believer when they accept Jesus as their Savior (Eph
1:13-14).

He assists and empowers them for victory.

In Isa

11:2 we read, "And the spirit of the Lord shall rest upon
him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of
counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear
of the Lord."
In conclusion, an understanding of God's love and
Christ's power, the guidance of the Holy Spirit and the
protection of God's angels help new believers move from

1Many references in the Bible refer to this situation:
1 Cor 3:16; Rom 8:9; Ezek 36:27; 1 Cor 6:19; John 14:17; 2
Tim 1:14; 1 John 2:27; 1 John 3:24; Rom 8:10; John 14:20.
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change.

As Scott Moreau writes, "Prayer is not intended to

be a vehicle of violence, but a means of fellowship, growth
and strength."1 Ellen White has written, "Prayer is the
opening of the heart to God as to a friend. Not that it is
necessary in order to make known to God what we are, but in
order to enable us to receive Him.

Prayer does not bring

God down to us, but brings us up to Him."*
2
Prayer should not be viewed as a power tool but as a
vehicle used to relate to God, the source of all power.

In

fact, new believers must pray in faith and submit
themselves to the sovereignty of God.
kind of power that controls God.

Faith is not some

It is entrusting

ourselves completely to God's care.

'Scott A. Moreau, ed., Evangelical Dictionary of World
Missions (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2000), 267.
2Ellen G. White, Steps to Christ (Boise, ID: Pacific
Press Pub. Assn., 2000), 93.

CHAPTER 4

SUGGESTED STRATEGY FOR CONTEXTUALIZATION
IN THE MALAGASY CONTEXT

This chapter suggests a framework for a strategy
whereby the Seventh-day Adventist Church may evangelize
animistic people in Madagascar.

The first section presents

definitions of terms "strategy" and "contextualization."
The second section describes the need for contextualization
in contemporary Malagasy.

The third section suggests a

strategy of ministry within the mission environment.

Definitions
Strategy
The Newbury House Dictionary of American English gives
two meanings of strategy.1

First, in the military sense,

the word means planning actions in preparation for war or
battle.

Second, the word means planning in order to

1The Newbury House Dictionary of American English
(2000), s.v. "strategy."
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achieve a goal.

Thus, in each case the meaning conveys an

element of planning to achieve a goal.
In developing a strategy for reaching animistic people
in.Madagascar, I have used the word strategy in the sense
of a plan, method, or series of outlined strategems for
obtaining a specific goal—which in this case is to reach
animistic people.

In fact, strategy is a plan of actions,

or a way or means of approaching defined problems and
achieving a particular goal.
Referring to the Missio Dei, Murray points out
that "mission is not the invention, responsibility, or
program of human beings, but flows from the character and
purposes of God. . . . Mission is defined, directed,
energized, and accompanied by God."1 Thus, the strategy to
reach out in order to save the human race from sin to
salvation originates with God.

In His love for this sinful

world (John 3:16), God planned redemption2 to save humanity
from eternal destruction by sending Christ.

This

strategy/plan of God became clear in Jesus by His
incarnation, ministry, death, and resurrection, in which is

1Stuart Murray, Church Planting: Laying
Foundations (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 2001), 39.
2Ellen G. White, Patriarchs and Prophets (Mountain
View, CA: Pacific Press, 1958), 63-70.
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"the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, of the
great plan of redemption."1
This Jesus, who is our Lord and our Example, and who
followed a plan or a strategy devised by God, gives us a
responsibility in His Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20).
Our mission is to do "the work of God in reconciling sinful
humankind to Himself."2
The Bible gives us many examples of strategies
practiced by men and women of God when they endeavor to
carry out the divine assignments entrusted to them, for
example, Moses in Exod 18:13-26; Joshua in Josh 6:1-20 and
7:2-11; Paul in 1 Cor 9:26 and in Phil 3:13, 14; and Jesus
in John 4:1-26, 39-42.

The book of Proverbs provides

numerous reflections and pieces of advice from godly people
concerning effective planning: "The mind of man plans his
way, but the Lord directs his steps" (Prov 16:9 NASB).
"Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers
they succeed" (Prov 15:22).

"Commit to the Lord whatever

you do, and your plans will succeed" (Prov 16:3).

1Ellen G. White, Evangelism (Washington, DC: Review and
Herald, 1912), 485.
2Gailyn Van Rheenen, Missions: Biblical Foundation &
Contemporary Strategies (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
1996), 20.
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Contextualization
Because missions must begin with the wishes of God yet
function within the context of a social situation, strategy
is "the practical working out of the will of God within a
cultural context."1 Thus, strategy involves
contextualization.

Enoch Wan defines contextualization as

follows:
The efforts of formulating, presenting and practicing the
Christian faith in such a way that is relevant to the
cultural context of the target group in terms of
conceptualization, expression and application; yet
maintaining theological coherence, biblical integrity and
theoretical consistency.2
Rene Padilla defines contextualization as follows:
To contextualize the gospel is so to translate it that
the Lordship of Jesus Christ is not an abstract principle
or a mere doctrine, but the determining factor of life in
all its dimensions and the basic criterion in relation to
which all the cultural values that form the very
substance of human life are evaluated. Without
contextualization the gospel will become tangential or
even entirely irrelevant.3
Three major ideas can be drawn from these two quotations.
First of all, the gospel should be perceptible by every

1Ibid., 140.
2Enoch Wan, "Critiquing the Method of the Traditional
Western Theology and Calling for Sino-Theology," Chinese
Around the World, November 1999, 13.
3Rene Padilla, Mission Between the Times (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 1985), 93.
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humankind. Second, the biblical truth can be transmitted
with its original intent in any culture. Third, the essence
of contextualization is Jesus Christ.
Therefore, leaders should ask: How does God desire
that we minister within a cultural context? Ideally, as
they seek God's will for the culture, church leaders should
work with local leaders to develop creative, God-centered,
biblically critiqued strategies with well-defined goals.
Although leaders must present Christianity in a
culturally relevant way, they are to maintain biblical
integrity in their teachings.

In order to successfully

contextualize Scripture, leaders must work among the
people.

Hiebert outlines four principles for success in

contextualization:1 (1) understand what the people believe
about the problem,
and the problem,

(2) create a bridge between Scripture

(3) let people evaluate their customs in

light of Scripture, and (4) practice a contextualized
ethic.
It could be argued that the whole Bible itself is an
example of divine contextualization. Charles Kraft presents
four principles for seeing the place of contextualization

1Paul G. Hiebert, "Critical Contextualization,"
International Bulletin of Missionary Research (July 1987):
109.
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in the Bible.1

First of all, the Bible reveals the truth

and demonstrates how truth is transmitted.

Second, God

communicates with humanity according to His acquaintance of
people.

Third, God gives to humanity a chance to

participate in God's plan. Fourth, God's revelation is in
accordance with a specific situation.
Need for Contextualization in
Contemporary Malagasy
In practice, leaders must be shaped by a model for
ministry based on contextualization.

In this study, both a

critique of the method of traditional Christian mission in
Madagascar, and a Malagasy cultural analysis necessitates
theological reflection.

In view of causes of syncretism

and secularism, and because theology is foundational to
Christian faith and practice, contextualized Malagasy
theology and missiology are therefore essential to further
discussion on practical contextualization.

This section

will develop this aspect of the strategy, which is the
formulation of a theology specifically for the contemporary
Malagasy animist.

1See Charles Kraft, Christianity in Culture: A Study in
Dynamic Biblical Theologizing in Cross-cultural Perspective
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1979).
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Theological Reflection
The formulation of Christian strategy begins with the
desires and perspectives of God.
carry out the Great Commission.

The task of leaders is to
There are some theological

tools leaders should take with them.

The first comes from

John 17:3: "And this is the eternal life, that they may
know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have
sent" (NKJV).

John tells us that for everybody in every

culture, God and Jesus are knowable.
Second, Ellen G. White identifies the Bible as the
union of the human and the divine.1

She quotes John 1:14 to

make the point that each individual can understand Godgiven truths in his language, and in his cultural context.
Lastly, Hiebert gives the missionary the critical tool
for dealing with folk religions as he writes, "Theological
principles that apply particularly to the questions raised
in folk religions must be grounded in a larger theology of
God, creation, sin, salvation, and Christ's return."2
Taken together, these three quotations remind
missionaries that they must know the Bible plus its

1Ellen G. White, Great Controversy (Mountain View, CA:
Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1950) vi.
2Hiebert, Shaw, and Tienou, 370.
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theological framework.

They must also establish the

universal applicability of this framework to all human
social and cultural systems.

A Holistic Theology
Ellen G. White's The Great Controversy is a powerful
tool for the missionary.

From this book, every missionary

and leader can learn the story of the past, the present,
and the future.

History becomes the framework for

Christian theology.

The Great Controversy also bears a

powerful testimony on behalf of the truth, answering the
existential questions of everyday lives.

Animists tend to

have a short-term view, always expecting an immediate
result.

White can help the missionary guide the animist to

have a longer view.

By another form of holistic theology,

Hiebert outlines a strategy to perform God's work in this
world.

This information is shown in table 4.

In this chart, Hiebert stresses that a holistic
theology should respond to the questions of the origin,
purpose, and destiny of the universe.

It must also respond

to the theology of human history and the theology -of
nature.
White and Hiebert give clarification concerning
holistic theology leaders should understand in order to
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present biblical truth to people.

They suggest that the

story of the past, the present, and the future of cosmic,
human, and natural histories should shape the knowledge of
leaders.

Table 4. God's Work in This World
God
Involved
in:

Answers the Questions of:

Cosmic
History

• ultimate origin, purpose, and destiny of the
universe, societies, and individuals
• the meaning of life and death

Human
History

• human well-being and natural suffering such
as sickness, barrenness, drought, etc.
• guidance in the face of the unknown and
uncertain future
• justice and problem of injustice

Natural
History

• the natural order and its service to humans
• the sociocultural orders and their
relationships to the natural order

Source: Paul G. Hiebert, Daniel R. Shaw, and Tite Tienou,
Understanding Folk Religion (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker,
2003), 372.

Our central task is to communicate God's Word to
people so that they can understand and respond in a manner
that includes transformation.

In the Great Commission,

Jesus asked us to "Make disciples of all nations,

. . .

baptizing them, . . . teaching them to observe all things
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that I have commanded you."

In this mandate there is a

teaching aspect, an acceptance of the truth (conversion),
and obedience (transformation).

In other words, we must

equip people with a holistic theology that engages their
heads, hearts, and hands.

The head represents the truth

that they must master with their minds.

The heart

represents the way that truth should make them feel.

And

the hands represent what that truth should motivate them to
do.
Accordingly, careful exegesis is needed in order that
the message of the Bible is understood within a specific
culture and historical context.

In that case, using

narrative criticism connected with historical criticism may
respond to questions as to how and for what goal we
communicate God's Word to the receiver.

In addition,

hermeneutics leads one to discover what the meaning of the
biblical message is for people in their particular cultural
and historical setting.1

A Holistic Gospel
In the light of Mark 3:14-15, the message of the

1See Rudolf Maier, class syllabus for Seminar in Social
Sciences and Mission (MSSN828), Andrews University
Seminary, Berrien Springs, MI, Fall Semester, 2004, 11.
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holistic gospel is a message of life, deed, word, and sign,
an inseparable whole, all expressions of a single gospel
message.1

The holistic gospel is a gospel that saves,

reconciles, and empowers people, especially the poor and
oppressed in the world.

Myers added that the holistic

gospel is the word of truth, the act of power, and the deed
that works.2
Accordingly, a broad study of the doctrine of
salvation, including the person, nature, and work of
Christ, and application of that work in the context of
human redemption will be necessary.

In addition, a study

of biblical models, historical examples, and development
paradigms illustrating ways that Christian mission has been
involved in social change will also be necessary (Neh 4:1—
23; Acts 13:1-28, 31).

A Holistic Mission
In the Great Commission, the Lord Jesus orders: "Go
therefore and make disciples of all the nations." {Matt
28:19). In the first message of Revelation it says to:

1Bryant L. Myers, Walking With the Poor: Principles and
Practices of Transformational Development (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books, 1999), 53.
2Ibid,
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"Preach to those who dwell on the earth—to every nation,
tribe, tongue, and people" (14:6).

These two biblical

texts indicate that our mission is to spread the message of
salvation on all people, in every culture.
Holistic mission helps us to see the importance of
understanding the culture of a target group, and presenting
the gospel in the context of that culture, because without
this the message can be of no relevance.

Moreover,

understanding the culture and mind-set of those even in our
own country is essential if we are to reach them, because
without this we are in danger of proclaiming a meaningless
and irrelevant message.

Holistic ministry or mission tells

us that we need to emphasize knowledge of the Bible and
underscore the knowledge of contemporary human settings.
That means that we need to make a connection with people by
establishing common ground with that people's culture and
traditions.

That means to make a bridge from the group's

culture and religion to Christianity.

Accordingly, social

sciences—anthropology, sociology, and history— in Malagasy
context can help us to understand people and assist us in
building bridges.
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Systematic Theology
Leaders must study the Scripture to deal with the
problems of syncretism and secularism.

They should be able

to analyze the truths revealed in Scripture.

This is

called systematic theology—Anthropology, Soteriology,
Ecclesiology, Eschatology—that seeks to organize the
various Christian doctrines in a logical way, showing how
they relate to each other.

In fact, systematic theology

seeks to answer an essential guestion: What are the
unchanging universals of reality?

However, it is essential

to find out how to apply these universal truths in Malagasy
cultures today.

Biblical Theology
Leaders should also be able to express the contents or
the message of the Bible.

This is called biblical

theology—the story of creation, fall, redemption, and the
restoration of God's reign in eternity.

The central

question addressed by biblical theology is, What did the
biblical passages mean at the time of those writing them,
and what lessons can Malagasy people learn from them today?
However, it is equally essential to teach the cosmic story
narratively.

Tienou and Hiebert write,

Biblical theology examines the narrative nature of
Scripture. This is to say that there is real history,
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that it is moving in a direction and not changing
randomly, and that behind it is a "plot" or drama—a
cosmic story that gives it meaning because it is "going
somewhere." For us it is the story of God creating a
perfect world, redeeming the lost who turn in faith to
him, and restoring creation to perfection in which all
will bow before Christ the Lord.1
The task of leaders is to match the story of each person in
their area to the narrative of the Scripture, as Palmer
writes, the message of the Bible is not "a concept that
'works' but an incarnation that lives."2
Nevertheless, biblical theology also has its limits.
It does not directly help us apply biblical truth to the
problems we face in specific cultures and persons today.
It looks at the universal story, not the particular lives
of individuals and communities outside the biblical
narrative.

Missional theology, which is discussed next,

addresses this issue.
Missional Theology
Missional theology asks the question: What is God's
Word to Malagasy in their particular situations? Eugene
Peterson writes,

1Tite Tienou and Paul G. Hiebert, "Missiological
Research Methodology," Global Missiology 2 (April 2005): 5.
2Parker J. Palmer, To Know as We Are Known: A
Spirituality of Education (San Francisco: Harper & Row,
1983), 14.
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This is the gospel focus: you are the man; you are the
woman. The gospel is never about everybody else; it is
always about you, about me. The gospel is never truth in
general; it's always a truth in specific. The gospel is
never a commentary on ideas or culture or conditions;
it's always about actual persons, actual pains, actual
troubles, actual sin; you, me; who you are and what
you've done; whom I am and what I've done.1
Tienou and Hiebert point out:
The task of the mission theologian is to translate and
communicate the Gospel in the language and culture of
real people in the particularity of their lives so that
it may transform them, their societies and their cultures
into what God intends for them to be. Missional theology
seeks to build the bridge between Biblical revelation and
human contexts. It seeks to bridge the gap between
orthodoxy and orthopraxy-between truth, love and
obedience.2
Theologians—who comprehend holistic theology, holistic
gospel and holistic mission, and study systematic and
biblical theologies—have a task to make people understand
the gospel in their own situations.

This is the essence of

missional theology.
These contextual theological tools must be
specifically designed for the Malagasy people.

Therefore,

they must go together with a cultural analysis to allow
them to take root, flourish, and grow.

1Eugene Peterson, Leap Over a Wall: Earthy Spirituality
for Everyday Christians (San Francisco: Harper & Row,
1997), 185.
2Tienou and Hiebert, 5.

138
Suggested Strategy of Ministry
With an understanding of the urgent need and
importance of strategy and my great desire to do the Lord's
work by reaching animistic people in Madagascar, the
following strategy is suggested.
1. Formal training
2. Spiritual formation for church leaders
3. Spiritual formation for church members

Formal Training
As I will be teaching at the Adventist University
Zurcher, my first task will be to discuss with the staff of
the University and propose a curriculum with an emphasis on
contextualization.

In addition to conventional courses

such as biblical and systematic theologies, missional
theology will be taught in the seminary.

The Lord Jesus

Christ gave the Church the Great Commission in Matt 28:1820.

All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on
earth. Go therefore and make disciples of all the
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe
all things that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with
you always, even to the end of the age.
The purpose of the university is to train missionaries as
Christ commanded.

Our mission is to lead people into a

redemptive relationship with God through Jesus Christ.

In
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fact, our ideas of education must not take too narrow a
view, or too low a range, as White points out:
There is a need for us to see a broader scope, a higher
aim. True education is more than just pursuing a field
of study; it is beyond a mere preparation for the life
that is now. It has to do with the whole being—the
integrated and harmonious development of the physical,
mental, and spiritual powers—and with the whole period of
existence possible to man. True education prepares one
for the joy of generous service in this world and for the
higher joy of wider service in the world to come.1
Furthermore, the mission statement of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church states that our mission is
to communicate to all peoples the everlasting gospel of
God's love in the context of the three angels' messages
of Revelation 14:6-12, and as revealed in the life,
death, resurrection, and high priestly ministry of Jesus
Christ, leading them to accept Jesus as personal Saviour
and Lord and to unite with His remnant church; and to
nurture believers as disciples in preparation for His
soon return.2
Following are the suggested descriptions of the
courses.
Exegesis.

Historical-Grammatical Method is the

exegesis method appropriate for contextualization.
Narrative at the heart is a contextualization of the
significance of the life of Israel (Old Testament), and
Jesus (the Gospels) or of the early church (Acts) for the
1Ellen G. White, Education (Mountain View, CA: Pacific
Press Pub. Assoc., 1903), 13.
2This statement was approved and voted by the General
Conference of Seventh-day Adventists Executive Committee at
the Spring Meeting in Silver Spring, Maryland, April 1993,
and amended on October 10, 2004.
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community of God. For the gospels there is the Sitz im
Leben Jesu (the situation in the life of Jesus) and the
sitz im Leben Kirche (the situation in the life of church
community for which each Gospel was written). The latter
aspect was the evangelist's inspired contextualization of
the life of Jesus for his church.1
Then, this method of exegesis consists of learning how to
interpret specific biblical passages, to make decisions on
key issues, and to apply the results to the task of
proclaiming the gospel in the Malagasy context.
For example, in the case of contextualization and
Malagasy funeral rites, obviously, the first step is an
exegesis of the culture, in which students gather and
analyze traditional beliefs and customs.

The second step

is an exegesis of the Scripture and hermeneutical bridge
building. In this.step, students study the Scripture to
understand the biblical principles about death and
resurrection.

After the exegesis of the culture and a

search of the Scriptures the third step is that students
evaluate critically the Malagasy past customs in the light
of their biblical understanding, and make decisions
regarding their response to their new insights.
Biblical Theology.

It is a study of the nature and

'Grant Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: a
Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1991), 171.
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attributes of God and His relation to the world—creation,
fall, redemption, eternal life—in order to apply the
biblical truths in Malagasy situation.

Then, in the

biblical theology, the goal is to communicate the biblical
truths not from "outside" (etic) the culture by theoretical
and comparative analysis, but from "within" (emic) the
culture.1
Systematic Theology.

This course includes the

doctrine of salvation stressing the person and the work of
Christ and its application to believers.

In fact,

systematic theology is a contextualization of biblical
theology.

That means that the Bible might speak as validly

now as it has in the past.

However, the communication of

the truth content does change according to the Malagasy
culture.

For example, concerning Christ's atonement, which

is largely related in chapter 3, the effects of Christ's
sacrifice must be stressed—Christ died in our place as a
sacrifice, Christ's sacrifice provides forgiveness,
Christ's sacrifice provides freedom from fear,
Christ's sacrifice provides victory over unholy spirits,

1For more details, see Charles Kraft, Christianity in
Culture: A Study in Dynamic Biblical Theologizing in CrossCultural Perspective (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1979).

Christ's sacrifice provides propitiation and
reconciliation, Christ's sacrifice provides reconciliation
of persons to one another. Christ's sacrifice provides for
future cosmic peace.
To conclude, the Osborne's six steps of
contextualization appear to me relevant in how exegesis,
biblical theology, and systematic theology must be applied
simultaneously in the Malagasy context:1
1.

Determine the surface message to find out what the

biblical text meant—exegesis.
2.

Determine the deep structure principle behind the

message (biblical theology) and the theories of truth
(systematic theology).
3.

Note the original situation determining why the author

chose the particular aspect to stress in the surface
message.
4.

Discover the parallel situation in the modern context

in order to contextualize the text in parallel situation i
Malagasy context.
5.

Decide (what the biblical text means) whether to

contextualize at the general level— for example, substitute
the expression of person's death by nodimandry.

10sborne, 337.
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6.

Contextualize at the specific level— for example, use

the term vary (rice) instead of bread in the Lord's prayer.Theology of Mission.

The goal of this course is to

emphasize the true biblical foundation of mission— its
essence, goals, motives, and the role of the church in
mission.
Missiology.
missions.

This course points out how we do

It teaches how to apply critical

contextualization, how to study and 'understand the
fundamentals of culture, social structure, group
organization, and social change as a basis for
intercultural understanding and communication.
Missions Research Project.

This course is designed to

allow the student to select an area of work in the local
church and work under a local pastor, or an area in
missions, whereby he can get in-service training.

Spiritual Formation for Church Leaders
One of the major tasks of missions is to train leaders
in a way that they can then direct the Church in mission.
Christian leadership training is "the equipping for the
saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the
body of Christ" (Eph 4:12).

144
Equipping implies a process of growing to maturity:
the separated become unified; infants grow to maturity; the
empty attain to the "fullness of Christ"; those blown about
by. worldly winds or "tossed to and fro" by non-Christian
cultural currents become anchored in Christ (Eph 4:13-16).
The works of service of these leaders can thus be
summarized by the phrase spiritual formation.

The leaders,

performing their diverse tasks, guide the entire body to
"grow up in . . . Christ" by "speaking the truth in love"
(Eph 4:15).

These ministries of spiritual formation lead

to building up of the body of Christ to become a mature
church.

A mature church is one in which all parts are

related to Christ and joined to each other, while the body
continues to grow as "every part does its share" and
"edifying of itself in love" (Eph 4:16).
As God empowers the Church to be His witness in
Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the
earth (Acts 1:8), this spiritual formation for church
leaders leads them to respond to the calling and sending of
God in the four following areas.

First, leaders can

discern the importance of the mission of the Church.
Second, being theologically astute, leaders comply with
applying biblical understandings to various types of
people.

Third, leaders intrinsically motivated, have a

visioning capacity to create ownership of ministry.

And

fourth, by this spiritual formation church leaders can make
a decision to direct the Church in the Indian Ocean Union
to develop a strategy that includes critical
contextualization.
Because animistic people need models of spirit led
people, spiritual formation gives leaders skills to respond
to the challenges of Malagasy.
demonstrated in two areas.

These attitudes should be

First of all, church leaders

are servants who voluntarily submit themselves to the
lordship of Christ and sovereignty of God.

As Christ "did

not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life
as a ransom for many" (Mark 10:45).

Second, Christian

leaders are shepherds who tenderly care for their flock,
which implies that the shepherds feed, protect, and guide
their flock (Isa 40:11).

Caring for the flock includes the

practical help of responding biblically to the many
challenges of animism.

In summary, the leaders, performing

their diverse tasks, guide the entire body to "grow up in
. . . Christ" by "speaking the truth in love" (Eph 4:15).

Spiritual Formation for Church Members
The spiritual formation for new church members coming
out of animism is not in how much knowledge someone has,
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but how his or her life has been changed.

Thus, this test

cannot be measured over a week or a month, but over a
lifetime of immersion in the Body of Christ and faith lived
out in the world.

Therefore, the focus for spiritual

formation in the emerging church is developing the whole
person in the context of community. Giving people more life
experiences to encounter God, along with appropriate
knowledge, helps them incorporate their faith in ways that
transform lives.
The following represent some of the principal
activities of spiritual formation.

First, it should

encourage people to evaluate their customs in the light of
Scripture.

The analysis could lead to one of the following

results:1 1) The particular cultural element is accepted,
because it is compatible with scriptural principles; 2) The
particular cultural element is modified to make it
compatible with Christian principles; 3) The particular
cultural element is rejected, because it contradicts the
principles of Scripture.
Second, spiritual formation should be organized to
encourage and expose our members to missions.

The point is

'Guidelines brought to the General Conference of
Seventh-day Adventists Administrative Committee for
approval in June and July, 2003.
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that people should be encouraged to act upon what they have
learned.

This, of course, should be the ultimate object of

all our teachings.

The hearer should be encouraged to tell

others in his group or culture what they need to do in
order to obey the gospel (2 Tim 2:2) and live faithfully
before the Lord (Rev 2:10).

From my experience, I found

that the message is more efficient when the indigenous
share and communicate among themselves their own
experience.
Third, spiritual formation includes prayer, reading
the Word, periodic fasting, the constant exercise of faith,
confession of sins, and worship.

Such an emphasis gives

new members guidance, support, and holds them accountable.
To conclude this chapter, we have seen that
contextualization is a needed part of any strategy for
evangelism in Madagascar.

Adventism must also teach a

biblical worldview of mission, teach how to reflect on
biblical theology, and include formal spiritual formation
training for pastors, church leaders, and church members.

CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter is divided into three sections: the
summary of the findings, the conclusions drawn, and the
recommendations derived from the studies.

Summary
The purpose of this study was to develop a strategy to
reach the animistic people in Madagascar.

The idea of

targeting the animistic people of Madagascar using a
strategy of contextualization is essential for the
advancement of evangelism on the island.

This project

attempts to meet this need as well as challenges leaders of
the Seventh-day Adventist Church in Madagascar to deal with
newcomer Christians who still maintain their traditional
beliefs.
In developing a strategy to achieve these goals, the
first part of the study began with a brief introduction to
the problem.

The second chapter examined physical

geography and concise history of Madagascar and was
followed by a study of Malagasy people.
148

It is important to
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emphasize that even though the population of Madagascar is
predominantly of mixed Asian and African origins, they
speak the same language.

Most people practice traditional

religions, which strongly emphasize links between the
living and the dead.
In addition, a review of the attitude of the Seventhday Adventist Church toward bringing the gospel to
Madagascar helped us understand the successes and failures
of mission approaches to the Malagasy people.

It was seen

that the Seventh-day Adventist activities were intended for
educated people.

It has also been seen that Seventh-day

Adventists neglected many aspects of Malagasy traditional
beliefs and practices.

Furthermore, a review of the

historical background of Christian missions showed that
their practices allowed Malagasy Christians to live with
syncretism.
The third chapter described in four sections Malagasy
values, beliefs, and practices.

These sections included

traditional values and their expressions in the Malagasy
society, traditional beliefs concerning morality, the
stages of life and the rites of passage in Malagasy
culture, and Malagasy practices for gaining a good life and
dealing with misfortune.

Each description contained an in-

depth analysis, which taught us that the lives and beliefs
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of Malagasy people constantly revolve around ancestors,
spirit powers, and taboos.

Each section gave suggestions

concerning the implications for mission.
Finally, a method for contextualization in the
Malagasy context with suggested strategies was developed in
the last part of the study.

First, the definitions and

concepts of strategy and contextualization were presented.
Then, as a need for contextualization in contemporary
Malagasy, a theological reflection was discussed.
In this dissertation I have suggested strategies which
could be used in all the churches within the Indian
Ocean
ar
Union Mission of Seventh-day Adventists as well as all the
other unions within the Southern Africa Indian Ocean
Division.

The strategies discussed include: teaching of

missional theology at the Adventist University Zurcher,
organization of spiritual formation for Church leaders and
church members in order to prepare the ground for
contextualization.

Conclusions
This research has assisted me in realizing the
importance of mission.

Prior to this study, I thought that

mission was just to reach people, but I never realized the
importance of understanding the traditional religion of the
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local people.

At present I have learned that mission

involves using strategies to help achieve the goals of
mission.
This dissertation has also been very rewarding to me
because it has helped me search and discover some new
insights which will help my ministry, as well as all
pastors in Madagascar.

In fact, this dissertation has

assisted me in comprehending that the effectiveness of
proclaiming the gospel message is the result of God leading
the leader by His Holy Spirit.
The challenge and the responsibility remain for the
Indian Ocean Union of Madagascar to reach the expanding
population.

One can see that the Madagascar Mission has

failed to develop a strategy for church growth that would
evangelize the animistic people of Madagascar.
It is true that the church grows constantly in
Madagascar, but one should realize that there is still much
to be done.

The gospel needs to be spread to all the

people and groups of Madagascar.

The local Seventh-day

Adventist church should be a resource center for a mission
offensive, and evangelization a process which grows out of
the nature of the church as a redeemed community of people
who have been made stewards of God.
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Recommendations
It is within the context of these theological
reflections, cultural analysis, historical perspective,
critical contextualization in the Malagasy context, and
under the present understandings of Church mission, that I
offer the following suggestions and recommendations in the
hope that they can be of help both to the Church in general
and its workers in particular.

The following

recommendations are divided into three categories: vision
for the future, holistic contextualization, and appropriate
training.

Vision for the Future
While engaged in the Missio Dei, the Church, its
workers, and its institutions must keep alive a vision for
the future, a vision that is accurate and focused.
"Although the idea of the 'mission of God' has been
developed in several directions, the core idea is that
mission is the singular work of God expressed and carried
out in many forms not only by the church, but in all human
institutions and actions."1

The vision must be one that has

1Terry C. Muck, ed. "The Missiological Perspective: Is
It Mission or Missions?" Missiology: An International
Review.32, no. 4 (October 2004): 419.
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to do with desiring and executing the Great Commission
(Matt 28:18-20) because "this gospel of the kingdom will be
preached in all the world as a witness to all the nations,
and then the end will come" (Matt 24:14).
I am convinced that if the Madagascar churches adopt new
mission strategies, church renewal and revitalization will
result.

Heinrich Kasting points out: "Mission was, in the

early stages, more than a mere function; it was a
fundamental expression of the life of the church.

The

beginnings of a missionary theology are therefore also the
beginnings of Christian theology as such."1 The raison
d'etre and the main role of the church is to extend the
good news of salvation to the world around it.

Robert

Webber affirms what such a church should portray:
The image of the church as the "body" of Christ has
resulted in a new awareness that the church is the
continuation of the presence of Jesus in and to the
world. Even though there is only one actual incarnation
of God, and that is in Jesus Christ, the church as the
"body" participates in the incarnation as an "extension
of God's presence in the world." God continues by the
power of the Spirit within and through the church to have
a special presence in the world. This presence is
understood as a pneumatological, christological,
soteriological, and eschatological presence of the new
creation.*
2

■
‘Heinrich Kasting, Die Anfange der urchristlichen
Mission, trans. David Bosch (Munchen: Kaiser, 1969), 127.
2Robert Webber, The Younger Evangelicals (Grand Rapids,
MI: Baker, 2002), 112.
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The church is the center where members are trained for
extending the mission of the church.

Ellen G. White

reminds us that we should "let every worker in the Master's
vineyard, study, plan, devise methods, to reach the people
where they are."1 Therefore, I recommend two things: first
of all, to contextualize the ministry and mission of the
Church; second, to provide appropriate training.

Contextualization
In order to understand the holistic nature of God's
message and His holistic gospel we need constantly to
contextualize the ministry and mission of the Church.

Dean

S. Gilliland aptly states the following:
The word "creation" itself leads us back to that greatest
first event when God made man and woman.
It was a whole
and entire being that God made. Nothing less than the
remaking of the entire person is what salvation in Christ
provides. The recreation of persons on this order
touches the ethical, the moral, the aesthetic, the
physical, and the social. The redeemed people are in a
real world; they have bodies that need to be healed,
minds that must be taught, spirits that long for
encouragement; they have worries about families and
security. This complete being lives in a complex world,
each part of which is destined to be touched by the
recreating gospel. And the good news is that we have a
Bible that has touched people in every known human
situation.2
1White, Evangelism, 122-123.
2Dean S. Gilliland, ed. "Contextual Theology as
Incarnational Mission," in The Word Among Us:
Contextualizing Theology for Mission Today (Dallas, TX:
Word, 1989), 21-22.
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Contextualization means, quite simply, communicating the
gospel in understandable terms appropriate to the audience.
If we are to target other cultures and religious groups, we
need a "contextualized" approach which uses their languages
and engages with their concepts.

Hence, concepts of

holistic ministry or mission, holistic gospel., and holistic
theology should be considered.

Preliminaries for Evangelization
in a Target Group
The planning of the evangelization project requires
that we answer the following preliminary questions: Where
will it take place? Who will be participating? How can it
be realized? When can it be implemented? In the next
paragraphs, I will attempt to answer these questions.
The first step is to strategically choose the area in
which the project will take place.

The criteria for this

choice is to select an area in which the Adventist
Development and Relief Agency (ADRA) has worked before.
The reason for this is, because as an independent
humanitarian agency, ADRA serves people without regard to
their ethnic, political, or religious association.
Therefore, the evangelization work and the work of ADRA
will not be combined as one unique effort.

However, the

evangelization effort will benefit from ADRA's work, since
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the agency's humanitarian and developmental activities are
a representative expression of the Seventh-day Adventist
church's message, thus preparing the way for
evangelization.
The second step is to determine the key participants
in the evangelization project.

Along with me and students

of Adventist University Zurcher, local church leaders and
members will be mobilized to partake in the efforts, as
they are the ones who are familiar with the target group
and who will be nurturing the new members as a result of
the efforts.
be organized.

Special training and preparation periods will
A particular emphasis should be placed on

prayer meetings, as I believe prayer is the basic and
fundamental block upon which all other plans for
evangelization depend.
The third step is to determine the means by which the
project will be brought into realization.

The Southern

Africa Indian Ocean Division will be solicited to sponsor
and to be the major support system for this project.
Finally, the evangelization effort will be realized as part
of a common mission project that the teacher and the
students will accomplish together.

This will be included

as part of the curriculum I outlined above.
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Appropriate Training
Appropriate and relevant training should be given in
three modes.1 The first training refers to classroom
instruction within the Adventist University Zurcher. The
second is nonformal training intended for church leaders—
Union staff, Conferences staff, and pastors in the field.
The third is informal training, recommended for members.

1Edgar J. Ellison, ed., "Evaluating Training for
Christian Social Transformation," in Christian Relief and
Development: Developing Workers for Effective Ministry
(Dallas, TX: Word, 1989), 237-238.

APPENDIX
HISTORICAL NOTES ON ADVENTIST
MISSION IN MADAGASCAR
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